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Assessment of second language (L2) pragmatic knowledge is still a new and 
understudied area of research. Some researchers (Hudson, Detmer, & Brown, 1992, 1995; 
Roever, 2006, Walters, 2007) have played an important role in advancing the field, but 
their theories have followed speech act framework often criticized for pragmatic 
construct under-representation (Grabowski, 2009; Roever, 2011; Youn, 2014). 
Methodologically, past studies mainly used closed role-plays based on predetermined 
interactional outcomes (Youn, 2015).  Kasper and Rose (2002) doubted the validity and 
authenticity of closed role-play tasks. In order to address these research gaps, and as a 
contribution to the general understanding of Second Language Pragmatic Testing 
(SLPT), this study combines second language pragmatics and computer-mediated 
communication to assess the pragmatic knowledge of second language users of English. 
It uses Purpura’s (2004) framework of communicative language ability for developing 
interactive, email-based role-play tasks to assess test takers’ pragmatic ability with regard 
to sociolinguistic, sociocultural and psychological meanings, and the use of polite 
formulaic expressions. Using mixed methods (Greene, 2007), qualitative and quantitative 
evidence was provided to support test inferences. A thorough needs analysis was 
conducted first through semi-structured interviews and then through an online survey by 
involving different ESL stakeholders including 153 faculty members at a large Mid-
Western university. The online questionnaire results provided insight into the instructors’ 





determine appropriate role-play situations. A set of communicative role-play tasks were 
developed following Davidson and Lynch’s (2002) test specification theory. Role-play 
cards were used to enhance standardization, and test takers were allowed to communicate 
naturally without following fixed interactional outcomes. A group of 52 graduate ESL 
students completed email role-play tasks. Two native-speaking raters evaluated the 
pragmatic ability of test takers and assigned scores using an empirically driven analytical 
scoring rubric on the email threads. Given that most students scored high, there appears 
to be a correlation between the ESL proficiency level of students and their scores in the 
pragmatic ability tests. Furthermore, inter-rater reliability analysis shows an overall high 
inter-rater reliability (0.85). There was some agreement between the hypothesized task 
difficulty typology and actual scores of three ability groups assessed in the present study. 
Qualitative analysis of interactive email data revealed a lack of knowledge of 
norms (as expected in Midwestern US academic settings) of appropriateness and 
politeness by the lower proficiency groups. Therefore, the low stakes test might have a 
great potential for developing instructional materials in an academic email 
communication context. Based on the findings of the present study, suggestions on 
inclusion of sociopragmatic competence into the ESL writing curriculum are made. 
Systematic curricular inclusion of email pragmatics in ESL courses will assist ESL 
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1.1 Background and Motivation  
  Assessment of L2 Pragmatics is an active area of research that combines the 
interdisciplinary efforts of linguistics, language testing and second language acquisition, 
trying to explore how to assess learners’ socially and interactionally constructed language 
use in real-life communication. Pragmatic competence is often considered as an 
important component of communicative language ability that has gained lot of attention 
following the advocacy of the communicative language testing over the last two decades. 
According to Leech (1983, 2014) pragmatic competence deals with the linguistic ability 
to behave appropriately in a given language use context. It consists of two important 
components: pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics.  Kasper and Rose (2002) define 
pragmalinguistics as the linguistic resources available for conveying communicative acts 
and performing certain pragmatic functions. In contrast, sociopragmatics focuses on how 
social context affects the use of linguistic devices, the interpersonal meaning to convey 
and the type of pragmatic action to employ in a given social setting (Kasper, 1989, 2000; 
Leech, 1983). The distinction between pragmalinguistics and sociopragmatics is an 
important one, as it often influence the operationalization of second language pragmatics 
as an assessment construct.  
The purpose of this dissertation is to assess pragmatics features of email 





discourse community at a large Midwestern US university, based on different 
communication contexts, and using an interactive email-based role play approach. Not 
only does the project deal with an active area of research, but it also addresses it from a 
new perspective, focusing on the use of real-life email communication and a deeper 
analysis of pragmatic meaning by using an analytical scoring rubric and a qualitative 
coding scheme adapted from Brown and Levinson’s (1987) well known linguistic 
politeness strategies. The dissertation project combines the advantages of both research 
methods (quantitative and qualitative) to study inter-language pragmatic issues as 
potential reasons for email communication-related misunderstandings among 
international students of different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. This research is of 
interest to many fields, including Linguistics, Anthropology, Communication, and Cross-
Cultural Competence (3C). This study might help to assess critical skills of inter-
language pragmatics; this assessment may address different issues of education or may 
help individuals to act as informed members of the academic discourse community at the 
university level. 
The findings of this study provide a basis for future cross-cultural trainings, and 
the researcher expects that these findings could be applicable to different organizational 
and educational contexts.  Due to increasing awareness about communicative 
competence, there is a shift of focus from linguistic competence and grammatical 
accuracy to achievement of functional purposes in second language by producing and 
comprehending language in a socially appropriate manner. Notions of pragmatic 
competence and inter-language pragmatics have attracted much attention within the realm 





(SLP) in particular. In the study of pragmatics, language assessment and SLA, three 
different aspects are at issue: developmental aspects of communicative competence, the 
possibility of teaching pragmatics, and different ways of assessing non-native speakers’ 
pragmatic competence. Studies related to the last topic mostly focus on questions of 
whether or not pragmatic features are assessable, whether or not the assessment tool is 
effective in assessing natural language use, and whether or not there are different 
outcomes for different assessment methods (Trosberg, 1995; Liu, 2007; Yamashita, 2008; 
Grabowski, 2009; Roever, 2011). Most of the studies undertaken in the past have used 
traditional closed discourse completion tasks/tests (DCTs) based on pre-determined 
interactional outcomes, which are often criticized for not capturing real-life, extended 
communication. So far there has been no study on written extended communication, to 
my knowledge, which has investigated pragmatic proficiency by using interactive email 
role- plays via a comprehensive analytical scoring rubric composed of sociolinguistic 
appropriateness, sociocultural appropriateness, psychological appropriateness, 
grammatical accuracy, and the use of polite formulaic expressions. The present study 
tried to fill this gap by combining second language pragmatics and computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) to provide a comprehensive model for the assessment of inter-
language pragmatic competence.  
Following this introduction chapter, chapter 2 will present a first study (called 
“Paper1”) on needs analysis involving different stakeholders including faculty members, 
ESL administrators, ESL instructors, ESL TAs, and ISSS officers at a large Midwestern 
university. The first paper provides a new approach to needs analysis-based pragmatic 





operationalizing different components of pragmatic knowledge in needs analysis tasks. 
Chapter 3 will present Paper 2 on assessment of interlanguage pragmatic competence 
through computer-mediated communicative tasks. The second paper provides a 
comprehensive approach to second language pragmatic assessment design, through a 
construct representative model of pragmatic assessment by operationalizing different 
components of pragmatic knowledge in extended-responsive assessment tasks. The 
components of pragmatics embedded in tasks include sociolinguistic, sociocultural, and 
psychological appropriateness, and the use of polite formulaic expressions. These 
components are derived from Purpura’s (2004) model of communicative language ability. 
In his model, Purpura distinguishes grammatical/semantic meaning from pragmatic 
meaning, which consists of four different components: contextual, sociolinguistic, 
sociocultural, and psychological meanings. Chapter 4 will present Paper 3 on linguistic 
politeness strategies used in the interactive email task, coding categories based on the 
Brown and Levinson (1987) politeness strategies were used for the realization of 
requests.  Chapter 5 will conclude the dissertation with general conclusions from all three 
papers. 
1.2 Primary Research Questions 
The primary research question driving this entire study is whether it is 
linguistically acceptable to use computer-mediated communication (CMC) to assess 
pragmatic knowledge of non-native speakers of English. This question was addressed by 
conducting a detailed large-scale needs analysis of different stakeholders, dealing with 
international students at a large Midwestern university, including faculty members, ESL 





(ISSS) officers. Then, in light of large-scale needs analysis, different interactive CMC 
tasks were developed to assess the pragmatic competence of international students.  
These tasks were developed by following Davidson and Lynch’s (2002) theory of test 
specifications (a generative document from which many equivalent test items or tasks can 
be produced). The proficiency level of 52 research participants was assessed using the 
written section of the EPT, which is a workshop style writing placement test evaluating 
newly admitted international students’ overall writing ability, as well as a computer-
mediated task-based assessment, which assesses their pragmatic competence in writing 
emails in academic contexts. The written section of the EPT offers a process-oriented, 
integrated writing test with a peer feedback component between the first and second 
draft. This two-tiered placement helped to have test partners at almost same language 
proficiency level.  
 Another pertinent question addressed by this study was how ESL students 
perform on selected tasks—whether their performance agrees with a hypothesized task 
difficulty typology developed by using Brown and Levinson’s (1987) social variables, 
and finally, to assess what is the inter-rater reliability of pragmatics constructs 
operationalized in these tasks. Keeping in view most of the past studies based on closed 
role-plays in which discourse completion tests/tasks (DCTs) elicits predetermined 
interactional outcomes, an iterative process to develop test specifications led to an 
alternative test format allowing test takers to negotiate and interact naturally, which 
provides another justification to try out computer-mediated assessment of pragmatics.  
A third overall research focus concerns the pragmatic clarity, degree of politeness 





More specifically, it focuses on the degree of politeness of their email communication, 
and on the amount and type of linguistic politeness strategies used for the speech acts 
(e.g., requests and refusals.). Another important aspect, which was focus of the third 
paper, concerns the use of positive, negative, bald-on-record, and off-record politeness 
strategies that emails include and to analyze email data qualitatively by adapting the 
Brown and Levinson (1987) coding manual provided in their well-known book on 
linguistic politeness. The researcher adapted this coding manual, as it was developed for 
oral data. This adaptation manual can be used for coding and analyzing an entire set of 
multi-turn extended email thread data. This adapted coding scheme is qualitative in 
nature; it helped the researcher to evaluate each sentence and its pragmatic features. The 
third paper is inter-connected with the first paper, as degree of directness and politeness 
are key features of pragmatic competence. The analysis of email data involved the 
identification of different linguistic politeness strategies within each email message in 
response to previous message received. Elicited speech acts (requests and refusals) were 
analyzed and coded by the two expert data coders with regard to the degree of politeness 
(positive, negative, bald-on-record, and off-record politeness strategies). This research 
might help language teachers and testers to integrate valid linguistic politeness strategies 











In academic settings millions of emails are sent every day. Email has become a 
popular medium of communication that is used by both students as well as instructors. 
According to Durscheied and Frehner (2013), students frequently write emails to course 
instructors with questions about homework assignments, future or past exams, sometimes 
personal matters, inquiring about things about which students might not have asked in 
earlier times before email. Email interactions are an important part of the communication 
between students and faculty in an academic setting. Therefore, it is essential that 
students learn to use appropriate linguistic resources to formulate low-and high-
imposition requests, and to address the recipient (usually an instructor) in an appropriate 
manner. Students can choose different linguistic expressions to initiate an email (“Hi 
Randall!” vs. “Hello Professor Bokamba,” etc.), and they may also show different levels 
of deference and mitigation in their messages (“I was wondering if I could talk to you 
about my final grades” vs. “Can I get the letter of recommendation, please?”). The 
degree of mitigation and politeness is usually determined by the type of request, the 
social distance, and the relationship between participants (Brown and Levinson, 1987; 
Scollon & Scollon, 2001; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012a). In any case, when addressing an 





community, students – native speakers (NSs) and non-native speakers (NNSs) – must 
have the ability to write polite and appropriate email requests.  
Email communication has become part and parcel of academic and corporate 
communication. Crystal (2001) states that email communication has become an important 
medium for institutional communication due to its less intrusive nature and high 
transmission speed when compared to some alternate means of traditional 
communication. Worrel (2002) stated that in academic settings email assumes more 
functions, and that in addition to general communication it is used for the delivery of 
materials and for course management. For instance, in an academic context, students and 
professors contact each other using this medium, as well as professors and publishers, 
who also frequently communicate through this medium. Email attachments offer 
convenient tools for exchanging publications, and in some cases, for applying for jobs. 
Furthermore, email distribution lists, commonly known as listservs, are useful for 
different academic communities (e.g., the LTEST-L listserv spreads useful information 
related to the language testing community all across the world).  
The role of email as an important tool of international business and academic 
communication has grown immensely in recent decades. The population of email users is 
increasing all over the world, many times international students and business 
professionals use email communication for their initial contact. International students, 
business professionals, and even ordinary people need to know how to communicate 
effectively using this medium. Emails are particularly relevant to research on pragmatics 
as they offer subtle understanding of how written language is used in this subtle medium 





important to study pragmatic features of email communication as compared to other 
CMC media because it shares features of both synchronous and asynchronous 
communication. Email communication offers a rich site for pragmatics investigation. 
Unlike traditional snail mail, emails could be sent easily to more than one recipient from 
the very beginning which adds another subtle layer for linguistic investigation. It is 
interesting how general email communication is gaining a lot of attention in the business 
world and academia. Despite this increasing attention, however, the research on assessing 
pragmatic knowledge in email interaction is still limited with.    
There is substantial research in the field of interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) about 
learners’ need for gaining pragmatic knowledge in order to produce appropriate speech 
acts (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989; Trosborg, 1995; Hill, 1997; Taguchi, 2005; Woodfield and 
Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2010). This type of pragmatic knowledge involves two 
components: knowledge of the linguistic resources that are available in a particular 
language, and sociopragmatic knowledge that is, knowledge of the social conventions 
(Roever, 2006; Félix-Brasdefer, 2012a; Kasper & Rose, 2002; Leech, 1983, 2014; and 
Thomas, 1983). Second Language learners of any background are expected to have more 
difficulties than Native Speakers regarding the knowledge and use of pragmalinguistic 
resources. Previous research on email requests sent to faculty by Non-Native Speakers 
(NNS) has produced varying results. Following Blum-Kulka et al. (1989), Biesenbach-
Lucas (2007) found no main differences in the email-based use of direct (e.g., 
imperatives, Please extend the due date; want statements, I want to set up a meeting with 
you, etc.) and indirect strategies (e.g. query-preparatory1, Could I meet with you next 
                                                 
1 Query-preparatory, according to Blum-Kulka et al. (1989), are utterances containing reference to 





Tuesday?) between NSs and NNSs. Both groups showed a preference for direct requests 
in low-imposition petitions, and for conventional indirectness in high-imposition 
requests. On the other hand, in her analysis of email requests sent by Greek Cypriot 
students to faculty in L2 English, Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) found that NNS 
students’ emails were characterized by significant directness, mainly because of the 
absence of lexical/phrasal downgraders – e.g. the politeness marker please – an omission 
of greetings and closings, and inappropriate or unacceptable forms of address – e.g., the 
employment of an incorrect academic title: ‘Mrs.’ instead of ‘Dr.’. Chang and Hsu (1998) 
obtained similar results when they examined requests in English from Chinese students 
(L2 English) and U.S. students (L1 English). Whereas the latter preferred to use query-
preparatory strategies, the former employed direct strategies. 
In the last two decades there have been many studies on general email interactions 
(Barron, 2003; Crystal, 2001; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2006) and email pragmatics, including 
ESL student-faculty interaction (Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig, 1996; Biesenbach-Lucas, 
2007; Chen, 2006; Bloch, 2002; Economidou-Kogetisidis, 2011; Zhu, 2012). The recent 
literature on requests tends to focus on strategy use, primarily because it provides an 
objective basis for cross-cultural comparison. The model most commonly used, as 
discussed in Blum-Kulka et al. (1989) consists of three major groups of request strategies 
used by email writers: conventional direct, conventional indirect, and non-conventional 
indirect. These categories are further subdivided to describe in particular the strategies 
that can be used to signal requests, such as grammatical mood, explicit or hedged 
performatives, statements of speaker intentions or wants, preparatory queries (“could 






you…”) suggestions, or hints. The research also frequently discusses the effect of social 
distance or the speaker-hearer relationship as a factor in determining the strategies used 
in making requests, which is still an understudied area of research in the context of email 
requests. 
 Hartford & Bardovi-Harlig (1996) show that emails written by English language 
learners are very different from those of native speakers, often in ways that make them 
seem impolite. That is, they lack the mitigation and acknowledgement of imposition that 
is mandatory for many requests made in English. It is well known in the linguistic 
community that concepts of politeness are very culturally mediated, and transfer of one 
culture’s politeness norms are likely to result in misunderstanding. It seems likely that in 
the United States this is the root cause of the perceived impoliteness of international 
students; while spoken requests are frequently taught explicitly, it is much less common 
for ELLs to be instructed in email-writing, and difficulties in judging register are 
universal, even at high levels of proficiency. 
Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) discusses differences in native English speakers and 
nonnative English speakers writing emails to faculty members at a university, focusing 
on politeness in these asymmetrical interactions. It is noted that there is a distinct lack of 
appropriate models for email, as well as a degree of uncertainty about email etiquette, as 
this form of writing is rarely taught. In the results of the study, it was found that native 
English speakers frequently used both direct and indirect strategies with syntactic 
mitigators in low-imposition requests for an appointment, mostly direct strategies when 
requesting feedback, and almost exclusively conventionally indirect strategies in very 





making face-threatening requests. By comparison, nonnative English speakers used direct 
strategies much less frequently when requesting feedback and employed more lexical 
mitigators (particularly please), although they showed a similar strategy in requesting 
appointments or extensions on assignments. Biesenbach-Lucas suggests that the 
significant differences between native speaker and nonnative speaker requests for 
feedback are related to the nonnative speakers’ discomfort with using email for this type 
of request. 
Another interesting feature of student-faculty emails discussed in Biesenbach-
Lucas (2007) is the request perspective; nonnative English speakers used the 
hearer/addressee perspective much more frequently than native speakers in all request 
types, as in the following examples: 
1. Could you give me some time on Tuesday, May 2nd? 
2. Can you please look at this? 
3. Could you extend the deadline? 
(Biesenbach-Lucas 2007, p. 71) 
While similar in form to the acceptable query preparatory strategy, this particular 
request perspective seems to place the burden of action on the hearer, rather than the 
speaker. In contrast, native speakers more frequently employed the speaker request 
perspective (e.g., “Could I have more time…?”), which could be considered a more 
appropriate request form from a lower-status speaker. Nonnative speakers also very 
infrequently used impersonal requests (e.g., “Would it be possible to…?”), which is a 
format frequently used in requests, especially in formal or institutional writing. 





realized these strategies differently and preferred different types of politeness devices, 
pointing toward a mix of lack of linguistic flexibility and idiomatic expressions, 
unawareness of letter conventions transferrable to email, and inability to select 
appropriate lexical modification” (p. 74). 
Similarly, Pan (2012), in a dissertation study, compared the institutional emails of 
American English speakers with those of Hong Kong Chinese and mainland Chinese 
learners of English. Similarly to Biesenbach-Lucas (2007), the American English 
speakers were found to use the impersonal request perspective much more frequently 
than either group of L1 Chinese speakers, and the Hong Kong Chinese group showed a 
greater tendency toward the hearer perspective demonstrated above. Again, most of the 
requests used the query preparatory strategy across all groups, with indirect strategies 
being used more frequently than direct strategies. Pan also notes that the native English 
speakers included more requests in each email than either group of nonnative speakers. 
While syntactic mitigation was employed by all groups, the native English speakers used 
significantly more subjunctive, past tense, and aspectual modifiers, while both groups of 
English learners used significantly more interrogatives and if-clauses. Additionally, these 
two groups used more external mitigating devices, such as politeness markers (especially 
please) in making requests. 
 Most studies found some differences among NS and NNS; indicating that it is 
more difficult for NNSs to write appropriate email requests in terms of pragmatic 
language use (Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig, 1996; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Chen, 2006; 
Bloch, 2002; Economidou-Kogetisidis, 2011; Pan, 2012; Zhu, 2012). These studies are 





email interaction and how students write emails to fellow students, as well as to authority 
figures in academic settings. However, most of these studies did not take into 
consideration perceptions of faculty members receiving email requests from their 
students. So far there has been little research about how faculty members perceive emails 
from their students as abrupt and impolite. Furthermore, few studies have focused 
specifically on non-native-speaking student-faculty email interactions for the purpose of 
investigating faculty perceptions about student email requests. This gap in research 
creates a perfect venue for studying faculty members’ perceptions of direct email requests 
from NNS students. The present study aims to make a contribution to this understudied 
area of research by specifically investigating faculty members’ perceptions that have 
taken place at a large mid-western university. The major focus of this perception study is 
to evaluate the extent to which direct email requests might be perceived as inappropriate 
and might be causing pragmatic failure (Thomas, 1983). The researcher hope that such 
work can also help to develop assessment of pragmatics for which a stronger validity 
argument is possible.  
The present study examines the perceptions of 153 faculty members at a large 
mid-western university about six direct email requests sent by NNSs of English (different 
L1language backgrounds). The focus of the research is the analysis of opening and 
closing moves, abruptness, and impoliteness of direct email requests in three different 
contexts: requests for information, requests for feedback, and requests for action. Results 
showed significant differences among perceptions of faculty members about the use of 
different request strategies by students’ in their inappropriate email requests. Faculty 





appropriate or inappropriate.  Data was collected through a questionnaire based on six 
different email request scenarios that were chosen as a result of a needs analysis from 
diverse groups of faculty at a large mid-western university. As will be seen, these faculty 
members reflected a preference for the use of opening and closing moves (vs. absence), 
and for conventionally indirect strategies across the different types of requests in the 
scenario-based email request questionnaire.  
The research questions for this study are as follows: 
1. To what extent do faculty members perceive the selected direct emails from 
NNS students as polite and appropriate? 
2. To what extent do faculty members perceive the forms of address, opening 




2.2.1. Data and Demographic Information of Participants 
 
In the present study a total of 153 faculty members at a large mid-western 
university analyzed six email request scenarios that were shared with them in the form of 
an online questionnaire. The email requests shared with faculty members include requests 
for action, as well as a request for information within an academic context.  The 
recipients of the email-based questionnaire were all faculty members at a Midwestern 
university and were teaching various subjects across different academic units. Sixty-two 
percent of the respondents were male, whereas thirty-seven percent were female; the 





members were native speakers of English, four percent were native speakers of Chinese, 
three percent were native speakers of Hindi/Urdu, and two percent spoke German as their 
native language.  Sixty-six percent of the respondents were from the US, and of the 
remaining thirty-four percent were from different countries, with a slightly higher 
percentage for India, China, Germany, Australia, and Pakistan. Overall, this appears to be 
a representative sample of faculty at this large University in the Mid-west, however, this 
might not be representative of faculty at other similar universities in the US. Participants 
from different age groups participated in this study. As shown in the Figure.2.1, the 
respondents’ age ranged from late 30s to the 50-plus age category. Forty-three percent of 
the respondents were in the 50-plus age bracket, and twenty-seven percent were in the 
41-50 age group, whereas twenty-five percent were in the age bracket of 31-40 years.  
 
 






Figure 2.2. Teaching Experience of Respondents 
As shown in Figure 2.2, most faculty members’ teaching experience in higher 
education varied from 5 to more than 21 years. The majority of them (29%) have more 
than 21 years of teaching experience. Almost 20 per cent of respondents have 5 to 10 
years of experience, another 20 percent have less than five years, and 17 per cent have 11 
to 15 years of experience. Figure 2.3, below shows native language of participants, 
English was native language for majority of them.  
 




















Both qualitative and quantitative data have been collected through the use of a 
detailed perception questionnaire (given in Appendix M). This tool helped in 
investigating the views of 153 faculty members with regard to issues of possible 
perceived politeness or abruptness among NNS student email requests.   
2.2.2. Procedure 
 
The online questionnaire was administered to faculty members via an email 
request for participation. A direct link to the questionnaire was shared with participants 
via the recruitment email message. The first page of the online questionnaire also 
contained an online consent form before participants can move to actual questions on the 
questionnaire. All participants were requested to share their perceptions about the degree 
of appropriateness/politeness and degree of abruptness contained in the six provided 
email messages. These authentic email messages were selected in light of a focus group 
discussion with ESL lecturers, ESL TAS, linguistics graduate students, as well as through 
past research (Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1996; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011) on the 
subject. All six emails contained a high degree of directness, and lacked politeness. 
Additionally, request modification markers were often used in appropriate emails from 
students to faculty members in the US academic context. The specific features of the 
selected email messages will be discussed in the results section of this paper. The full 
context of and detailed instructions for these messages were part of the online 
questionnaire; participants were encouraged to contact the researcher via email or phone 
in case they experienced any confusion related to email scenarios or open-ended or close-
ended questions that followed each email request. However, only 3 respondents asked 





 To summarize, the follow up questions asked participants to assess each email 
request on a 5-point Likert Scale in terms of two dimensions of pragmatic 
appropriateness: abruptness of request and overall impoliteness. All participants were 
asked to rate on a scale where 1=not at all, 2= not really, 3= so-so, 4= quite a lot, 5= very 
much. The participants were then asked to explain their choices for follow-up questions 
by specifically referring to linguistic features from the email requests.  
2.3. Data analysis 
 
Statistical analyses were performed on perception data collected from 153 faculty 
members. All email request ratings from the participants were entered in an Excel 
spreadsheet, and SAS 9.3 was used to analyze the data for a central tendency and 
dispersion through mean, median, and standard deviation of ratings assigned to different 
questions. Means of all six email tasks and separate scores for each email scenario were 
also calculated to analyze how respondents perceived different email messages. These 
separate analyses will help to identify which email messages were perceived as being 
more or less inappropriate or impolite by respondents. A one-way analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) was also conducted to assess the extent of differences in the means of selected 
emails included in the perception questionnaire in terms of abruptness and politeness. 
Atlas-ti, a qualitative data analyses package was used to find common patterns in 
respondents’ qualitative explanations for different follow up questions. Atlas-ti helped to 
organize qualitative information in terms of words, phrases and expressions in open-
ended responses to follow up questions. Qualitative analysis helped to describe and 





collection phase of the present study. A summary of the qualitative and quantitative 
findings are given in the next section of this paper.  
2.3.1. Email Interactions with Non-Native English Speaking Students 
 
In this section, the data will be analyzed with regard to the faculty members’ 
interaction via emails with NNS students.  
 
Figure 2.4. Frequency of Interaction with NNS via Email 
The above numbers in Figure 2.4 include the frequency of interaction with NNS 
students via emails. Overall, a large majority of respondents interact with NNS students 
on a regular basis. Out of a total of 153 respondents, 56 interact often, 45 everyday, 40 
several times in a day, and 11 sometimes. All respondents interacted with NNS students 
sometimes, no respondent opted for “not at all” given as one option in the questionnaire.  
2.3.2. Email Scenario 1 Results 
 
The first email scenario was based on a request for a syllabus from a faculty member. 
As the complete email given below shows, Email Message 1 contains the first name of a 




















































by using Please +Imperative, there is higher level of obligation expectation from the 
faculty member to comply with the student’s request. Even though use of Please offers 
some slight mitigation for softening the force of the imperative, this request is still not 
congruent with the institutional status of a faculty member. According to Bardovi-Harlig 
and Hartford (1996), such use of request forms place NNS students seriously out-of-
status. In such situations students should use a high level of mitigation, which is not the 
case in the example of Email Scenario 1.  
Dear [First name], 
 
Please e-mail the syllabus of the course ESL 501 taught during the second semester because I 
would like to familiarize myself with the content of its books. 
 




Figure 2.5. Email Scenario 1 
 
A summary of faculty perceptions is given in a chart below in Figure.2.6: out of 
153 faculty members, 58 assessed this email as 3=so-so, 42 assessed as 4= quite a lot 
impolite, and 16 considered it 5=very much impolite. Therefore, Email Scenario 1 was 
perceived by many faculty members as impolite or at best, so-so in politeness. However, 
there was a diversity in opinion of faculty members regarding the degree of impoliteness. 
One faculty member shared his concern in these words, “message is too direct, student is 
assuming I am willing to send syllabus—should express interest and ask if I would be 
willing to share” (Male, 39). Another faculty member states, “There is no introduction 







Figure 2.6. Politeness rating by faculty of Email Scenario 1 (S1) 
Regarding degree of abruptness, a majority of faculty members rate email 
scenario 1 as 3=so-so, 42 faculty members rate as 4= quite a lot, and 37 respondents rate 
it as 2 = not really for the degree of abruptness. This shows some division among 
respondents with regard to the degree of abruptness in Email Scenario 1.  
 
Figure 2.7. Degree of Abruptness rating Email Scenario 1 (S1). 
 
In open-ended responses one respondents shared, “Dear, please, and thanking in 


















































question and there is no need to write too much” (Male, 27). Another faculty member 
shares his opinion as, “Gives no rationale for why they need this syllabus. Are they 
planning to take the course? Considering taking it? The email should use a more formal 
title when contacting a faculty member for such requests” (Male, 45). Yet another faculty 
member shared her opinion, “Started with Dear-which is polite. Would have been more 
so if it was Dear Dr. (last name) rather than Dear (first name). A line introducing 
him/herself prior to asking for the material would have been less abrupt”. (Female, 38). 
On the contrary to what other respondents opine, one faculty member wrote, “The email 
is direct and to the point, not abrupt, however, Thank you in advance, is a phrase that 
superiors use to subordinates implying confidence that the subordinate will complete the 
task”. (Male, 29). It appears that this faculty member does not find this email request as 
abrupt as some other respondents do, however, he still finds “thank you in advance” part 
inappropriate from a student writing email request to a faculty member.  
2.3.3. Email Scenario 2 Results  
 
The second email scenario was based on a request for some changes in a recent 
assignment. As the complete email shows, Email Message 2 contains no salutation or 
opening and closing moves. The request message is hearer-oriented, and, by using Please 
+Imperative, there is a higher level of obligation expectation of the faculty member to 
comply with the request. Even though the use of Please offers some slight mitigation to 
soften the force of the imperative, this status-unequal request still is not symmetric with 














Please note what changes should be made. 
 
 
Figure 2.8. Email Scenario 2 
 
Figure 2.9. Degree of Politeness of Email Scenario 2 
As we can see in Figure 2.9, a substantial number of faculty members (89) 
considered Email Scenario 2 “not at all polite”. Eighty-nine faculty members rated Email 
Scenario 2 as “not at all polite”. In contrast, only one participant considered such an 
email request as appropriate in an academic context. As compared to the other six email 
scenarios, this email was perceived to be the most inappropriate as a request to a faculty 
member. One faculty respondent shared his concern thusly: “It looks like this email is 
from a colleague rather than from a student; there is no salutation, and it appears to be 




























opined, “This email is quite abrupt, it appears to be a message from an old friend, not 
from my student. I will explain to such students’ academic norms of email 
communication” (Female, 43).  Another respondent stated, “Too terse, rude” (Male, 63). 
One female respondent asserted, “Honestly I do get emails like this and I ignore the 
rudeness and just respond that I have received the attachment. I just assume students who 
send emails like this are clueless and privileged. I have a college-aged daughter who 
occasionally sends emails to her profs like this and I tell her off when she does” (Female, 
56). This comment shows respondents consider emails with attachments differently, this 
comment clearly implies that when emails contain attachments, the real work or need is 
over in the attachment, not in the body of message itself. The dynamics of 
politeness/impoliteness work differently for this genre of email communication. Another 
respondent shared his views on this email scenario as follows: “I would do what the 
student asks, but also write back explaining that this is not an appropriate email. I would 
explain that it seems unappreciative of the time I will spend on their request; I would give 
them specific phrases to add in the future (like “thank you for your time”, or “I appreciate 
your help” or….)”. (Male, 43). 
This most extreme example among six scenarios demonstrates that student 
communication with professors influences a professor’s perception of certain students. 
This is shared by one faculty member in these words, “Why should I even open this 
email? I would probably think it was a virus and delete it” (Male, 54). This is in line with 
Stephens et al.’s (2009) study, which demonstrated that students’ use of email is related 
to teachers’ like or dislike of their students. One faculty respondent shared his perception 





to note changes? Should be more descriptive and deferent” (Male, 56). Some respondents 
do not like the use of an unofficial email account, as one respondent expressed: “It is sent 
from a Gmail account, not a University account. I will not discuss academic work with a 
student via a private email address, since there is no way of verifying a sender’s identity” 
(Female, 46). Another respondent mentioned, “Opening an attachment from an unknown 
Gmail account is a potential security risk to the Professor’s computer. I will not open 
such attachments” (Male, 49). This comment indicates faculty respondents treat emails 
with attachments from non-university accounts differently (e.g., email hoaxes) as 
compared to emails from university account and without any attachments.  
2.3.4. Email Scenario 3 Results 
 
The third email scenario was based on a request for assignment information from 
a faculty member due to the absence of the student from his/her class. As the complete 
email shows, Email message 3 contains an informal salutation (hello), and there are no 
opening or closing moves. A complete email scenario is given below in Figure. 2.10. 
 
From: student name [mailto:……….@hotmail.com] 
Sent: Tue 12/13/2011 17:44 





My name is …..and I missed today’s lecture because I’m sick. . 
I would like to know about assignment 2. 
 
 
Figure 2.10. Email Scenario 3 
The above request message is speaker-oriented, and, by using a direct 
performative (I would like to know about), this email message is not giving any option for 





oriented requests. According to Trosborg (1995), hearer-oriented requests convey that the 
hearer is in a position of control to decide whether or not to comply with the request. This 
also indicates that hearer-oriented requests are more polite as compared to speaker-
oriented requests.  As we can see below in figure 12, a limited number of faculty 
members (19) considered Email Scenario 3 impolite. Only 19 faculty members rated 
Email Scenario 3 as “not at all polite”. In contrast, a substantial number of faculty 
members (64 and 55) considered Email Scenario 3 as “not really” and “so-so” polite 
respectively. Only two participants considered such email request from students as “very 
much polite” in academic settings. One respondent shared, “The email should have a 
proper salutation and closing. The email should politely ask for the information rather 
than making a demand” (Male, 39). Another respondent did not find anything wrong with 
this email, as she opined, “The point came across that the student is concerned because 
they were sick and would like information on an assignment. They appear apologetic 
about missing but in need of help” (Female, 32). Another participant thought, “There is 
no sense of being sorry for missing the class and the request reveals an entitlement 
belief” (Male, 48). Similarly, one participant opined, “NO SUBJECT LINE!! That says it 
all--the message goes straight to the trash without my even seeing it” (Male, 67). This 
diversity of open-ended responses shows that email requests to faculty members are quite 
challenging to write, as different faculty members have different norms for appropriate 
email requests. However, students should use different rapport-building and softening 






Figure 2.11. Degree of Politeness of Email Scenario 3 
Overall, we can see more diversity in faculty responses as compared to Email 2, 
where there was clear agreement among faculty members regarding the impoliteness of 
email 2. In contrast to Email Scenario 2, Email Scenario 3 provides a reason for the 
request; however, still Email Scenario 3 does not anticipate any objection in compliance 
to the request; and the email does not attempt to show any empathy toward reducing the 
social distance between a student requesting a favor from a faculty member. In open-
ended responses one respondent opined, “This email is too informal, it should start with 
‘Dear Professor X’, or something similar, it should be signed instead of ‘I would like to 
know about’ it should probably be asking, ‘what can I do to make up my absence’ or 
‘what can I do to learn what I missed’” (Female, 48). This next open-ended response 
might explain why many faculty members still consider Email Scenario 3 not polite 
enough for such a request, as we see according to this same respondent, who shared, 
“This phrasing of request transfers responsibility for the class material from the student to 






























This response also shows that respondents consider the use of a closing move important 
for such academic communication. Another respondent highlighted the need for an 
apology in these words, “Would expect apology for missing class, offer to give doctor’s 
note, and request to make up class. Student is the one who missed the class, and yet it 
comes across as if he wants the professor to make up for his absence” (Female, 49). 
Another faculty respondent found this email request appropriate, as follows, “Opening 
with ‘hello’ is fine with me, but seeing my name would have been better. The email 
explains the situation, use of “would like” is polite and prevents the email from sounding 
abrupt” (Male, 27). Another faculty member shared his concern in these words, “I think 
this student has not yet learned how important specific parts of an email are: subject line 
& greeting. Also, should excuse themselves from class more gracefully and then make a 
request” (Male, 59). According to another faculty respondent, “This sort of request is 
completely inappropriate in my view without a complete explanation for why missing 
lecture was unavoidable and giving an apology for the imposition. This message shows a 
sense of inappropriate entitlement” (Female, 54). These open-ended comments show a 
diversity of email communication norms among faculty members in this study. Different 
perceptions of faculty participants of what constitutes appropriate email request behavior 
among students is also evident from this open-ended response: “I would say that much of 
how you read these emails depends on your general perceptions of students in terms of 
what you believe are reasonable requests as a faculty member or part of your facilitating 







2.3.5. Email Scenario 4 Results 
 
 [First Name]. 
 
I collected some "chunks" about professional identity from the chapters that I read. I'm 
going to use them in my literature review that I will write tomorrow. Please take a look 
and see whether what I collected are necessary and important but also whether my 
references are ok... 
Shall I include a quotation as it is or shall I paraphrase? 
 
Please answer me as soon as possible. 
 
Thanx 
    CJ  
 
 
Figure 2.12. Email Scenario 4 
In the above Email Scenario 4, the writer did not use a proper term of address for 
the faculty member. There is no small talk or other rapport-building strategies to soften 
the force of the request. The student used the imperative form twice, and also used 
pressing time frame to stress the urgency in the form of “please answer me as soon as 
possible”. This message is speaker-oriented, as, by using “please answer me as soon as 
possible,” this email scenario is not offering any wiggle room to a busy faculty member 
who might be concerned with many other things in his/her life. Considering this is 
request for more information from a student to a faculty member, it intrinsically threatens 
some aspect of the receiver’s negative face (Brown & Levinson, 1987). Therefore, it 
would have been important to soften this request with the use of appropriate 
pragmalinguistic resources (e.g., “Could you…? “Would you mind…? I would appreciate 
if…?”) or use of modals and tenses with reference to particular request realization 
strategies either of which could have improved the level of formality or politeness. In 
open-ended responses to this scenario, one faculty member referred to pragmalinguistic 





Abbott.’ It should also say ‘Could you please take a look…’ It has very informal 
grammar, e.g., it has a period after Mary even though it is not a complete sentence. It has 
ellipses where they are not necessary. He /She should spell ‘thanks’ correctly and include 
a comma” (Male, 47). In another qualitative response a faculty member opined, “Not an 
uncommon request, and not an uncommon style of email. The student is quite 
direct/straight-forward in requesting assistance. ‘Dear Mary’ would be nice, or ‘Professor 
Mary’. The email is impolite in its informality (contractions, dots, Ok, thanx)” (Female, 
43). Similarly, another respondent thought, “I would have appreciated a little more 
formality. The email is too informal, almost as if the student is communicating with a 
fellow peer” (Male, 67). Another respondent in the same age bracket (68) stressed the 
form of address for faculty in email requests in these words, “No first names for me. I’m 
68 years old, have a Ph.D. and was working in this field before the student was born. My 
response would be to suggest a meeting where the student figures out what to do” (Male, 
68). Similarly, another respondent shared, “Seems fine—it’s just a student asking for a 
little help before an assignment is done. I’m fine with students using my first name but 
I’d guess, given discussions around the hallway, that not everyone is fine with that” 
(Female, 27). This shows diversity of norms related to form of address in academic email 
communication.  
Overall reactions of respondents to Email Scenario 4 are given in Figure 2.13 on 






Figure 2.13. Degree of Politeness of Email Scenario 4 
As shown in the figure above, the majority of faculty respondents rated this email 
scenario from 2 (“not really”) to 3 (“so-so”) polite, respectively. Only 26 faculty 
members rated scenario 4 as “not at all polite”, whereas 20 respondents rated this 
scenario as an appropriate email request in an academic setting. This reconfirms the 
earlier claim for Scenario 3, that different faculty members have different preferences of 
acceptability for email requests. Similar trends were observed in the qualitative 
perception questionnaire portion of this study. For example, many faculty members 
disapproved of this email as being too informal or demanding. However, there were some 
faculty respondents who found this email request to be as an appropriate request. One 
such respondent shared, “This email is polite, as it contains a full explanation for the 
reason for the review, what is needed for the review, puts a part of request in question 
form, and thanks me in advance” (Female, 29). Similarly, another respondent opined, 






























asks politely for help, and gives a specific question about the assignment” (Male, 27). 
However, another participant rated this email scenario as “polite” as well as incongruent 
to the status of faculty member receiving it. He shared, “There is some politeness and 
some context, but there is also a sense of entitlement and expectation for Mary to drop 
everything else and respond” (Male, 38).  
Some respondents referred to specific phrases used in the email scenario as in the 
following example: “Rather than ‘Please take a look’ some gentler phrase should be used: 
‘If you have time, it would be very helpful if you could look or could you please take a 
look…’ Asking for an answer, ‘as soon as possible’ is not attentive to the professor’s 
time, students should be told why it’s unwise to ever write that to a professor” (Female, 
46). Another participant opined, “This email is fine except for one sentence: ‘Please 
answer me as soon as possible’: I try not to use this phrase unless they are the ones who 
are holding things up and it is really important” (Male, 48). Another respondent shared a 
similar concern about the use of this phrase, ‘Please answer me as soon as possible’ is too 
demanding. Needs to be softened. ‘Thanx’ is too flippant a closing in a message to a 
professor. Better would be, ‘Thanks for any help you are able to give me’ (Female, 39). 
Considering the above responses, it appears younger faculty members are more tolerant 
of abruptness and politeness in email scenario 4.  
2.3.6. Email Scenario 5 Results 
 
Dr. [first name] 
 









In Email Scenario 5, there is no opening move. The request for a meeting is stated 
without giving enough context about the problem the student wants to discuss. Even 
though the message is clear, the student does not offer even a slight mitigation to soften 
the force of the request, so this status-unequal request still is not symmetrical with the 
institutional status of the faculty members. It would have been acceptable if the student 
had explained the real reason behind this request for a meeting. Another alternative 
would be writing something like, “I was hoping we could meet to talk about problem X, 
and what would be good time to do that?” This approach offers some space to the faculty 
member to decide if they can meet and discuss an issue in person or not. This problem 
was highlighted in many qualitative responses, as shared by this respondent: “Depends on 
the problem, but if students are struggling or in distress, I would rather talk to them in 
person. I have had vague emails like this when a student is pregnant, suffering from a 
deep depression, and so on-- I wouldn’t expect anyone to announce a serious problem in 
an email. And if it turns out that the problem isn’t that serious, all the same, the effort to 
come talk to me is appreciated” (Male, 29).  Giving a little reference to office hours can 
also be a hint for the busy faculty member that you are willing to come to office hours 
instead. In qualitative responses one respondent stated: “I have regular office hours and 
students are always welcome to discuss whatever problems they have” (Female, 31). By 
offering flexibility in coming to office hours, this suggests to a student to be mindful 
about the imposition of their request and the busy schedule of faculty members receiving 
such requests. One respondent shared his concern in these words, “This email does not 
acknowledge imposition in any way. It seems OK but might have been more polite” 





academic advisor, I get these all the time. They’re not polite, but they also don’t waste a 
lot of time getting to the point. My response will be the same as for one that says 
essentially the same thing in three or four times as many words: you tell me some times 
you can meet (since I can’t guess your class schedule) and we’ll arrange a time” (Male, 
48). 
 
Figure 2.15. Degree of Politeness of Email Scenario 5 
As shown in Figure 15, most faculty members consider this email “not really 
polite”. Fifty-three faculty respondents consider it “so-so” polite, whereas only 27 faculty 
members considered it “quite a lot” polite. Only 9 respondents considered this email 
request “very much” polite. This trend goes against some ESL learners who believe that 
North American faculty members are always direct and explicit, and this 
oversimplification often results in inappropriately straightforward or casual email 
requests, as discussed in past research (Takahashi, 2005). Such inappropriate email 






























such emails sometimes faculty members are not clear what is being requested from them. 
One faculty respondent shared a similar concern in these words: “Although very brief and 
disturbingly vague, this email meets some minimum standards of politeness by thanking 
the recipient in advance” (Female, 37). In contrast to that, another respondent was fine 
with such requests as he shared, “The request seems very appropriate--they have a 
problem and are trying to solve it” (Male, 28). Another respondent did not like the email 
requests he received and shared his apprehension as follows: “Somewhat demanding. 
Could have been written as, ‘Dear Dr. last name, I have been having a problem and was 
wondering if I could set up a time to discuss it with you-- otherwise it sound very direct’, 
also email should be signed, I can’t often tell who the student is, from email alone. I 
prefer students end emails with a full closure” (Male, 65). Sharing a similar concern 
another respondent said, “When can I come is very direct. ‘Can I schedule a time to meet 
with you about a problem that I have?’ Would have worked better for me. One- sentence 
emails are abrupt but some people prefer short emails” (Male, 30). Along similar lines 
another respondent reported, “The email is bit abrupt, but I also appreciate not having to 
read a novel from every student!” (Female, 26). 




Sent: Sat 10/11/2012 17:09 
To: faculty name [mailto:………….@illinois.edu] 
Subject: My assignment 
 
 
Dr. [first name], 
 
Please let me know if you received my assignment. 
 
Thank you 






In Email Scenario 6, there is no greeting; rather, there is a request (please+ 
imperative) for confirmation of delivery of an assignment from a student to a faculty 
member. We can see that the student is not using any softening strategies to convey a 
requested action, and the student did not use any closing moves for this email request. 
Figure 17 below shows responses from survey participants. 
 
Figure 2.17. Degree of Politeness of Email Scenario 6 
 
As shown in the figure above, most faculty members rate this email scenario as 
polite. A majority of respondents including 56 who rated this scenario as “quite a lot” 
polite whereas 20 faculty members also rate this scenario as “very much” polite. 
However, at the same time, 51 respondents rated this scenario as “so-so” polite. Only 
three respondents rate this scenario as “not at all” polite. Similar trends are witnessed in 
qualitative responses from the online questionnaire. One faculty member mentioned, 
“This one has all my requirements” (Male, 30). Another respondent opined, “A polite 



























however, the email is not signed” (Female, 31). Another faculty member stated, “This 
one has all my requirements! For this type of question, this is not a terrible email” (Male, 
29). Some faculty members emphasized the use of an official university email account 
and a clear purpose for the request, as given in this qualitative response: “Professional 
salutation is appreciated, as is the good grammar and spelling. That said, the message is 
from a private email service, so identity is unknown/unverified. I also do not see a name 
after ‘Thank you’, so it is possible the instructor is clueless as to the identity of the 
sender. There is no mention of which assignment, and when, where, or how it would have 
been submitted. The instructor is left looking for a needle in a haystack, especially if they 
teach large sections” (Female, 39). The faculty perceptions in Figure 18 below shows that 
there is variability in the perceptions of norms and expectations for email communication 
as polite, impolite, over-polite, and so on, which is in line with past research (Locher, 
2006; Graham, 2007). This great variability is also obvious in the remainder of the nine 
online survey questions. These remaining nine questions deal with the degree of 
abruptness (Q2), acknowledgement of any imposition (Q3), offering any choice of 
compliance (Q4), tactfulness of the student in terms of email communication with course 
instructors (Q5), consideration of the student for faculty members’ busy schedule (Q6), 
overall tone of respectfulness (Q7), overall tone of imposition (Q8), overall tone of 
authoritativeness (Q9), and self-centeredness (Q10) of the student requesting different 






Figure 2.18. Overall results for all 10 questions related to email requests 
 
The present study also tried to examine the extent to which faculty respondents 
perceived these six email scenarios on 10 variables ranging from overall politeness to 
self-centeredness of students making requests for different actions from their course 
instructors.  It is clear from Figure 18 that Email Scenario 2 stands out as being less polite 
(Mean= 1.57, SD= .750) as compared to the other five email request scenarios, which 
displayed higher means for the question one dealing with overall politeness of email 
messages (E1= 3.24, E3=2.44, E4=2.49, E5=2.83, E6=3.44) as also given in Figure 19 
below. Emails 1, and 6 were not perceived as significantly different from each other but 
were perceived as more polite by respondents as compared to emails 2, 3, 4 and 5. The 
statistical tests also indicated that there was significant difference in terms of ten 
indicators of appropriate email communication between ESL students and their 
instructors. ESL learners made a variety of choices while writing request emails to their 





























course instructors. Some of these variations were included in six email scenarios in the 
online perception questionnaire sent to faculty respondents. Figure 19 also shows 
variation in terms of descriptive statistics regarding the extent to which faculty members 
perceive (1 = not at all, 5 = very much) these six emails as either polite, abrupt, 
authoritative, and so on. This variation is given in the 10 cells in front of each Email 
message incorporated in the perception questionnaire (presented in the Appendix M) 
showing which email message differed from the others in terms of respondent ratings.  
 Table 2.1. Overall results of the perception survey for all 10 questions related to 
email requests 
 
A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was also conducted to evaluate the 
significance of the differences in the means of the six email scenarios in terms of ten 
different variables of email requests.  This statistical test showed that there was 
significant difference in the degree of politeness of the six emails included in the online 
questionnaire (F (5, 912) = 82.11, p = 0.000) and also in the degree of abruptness (F (5, 
912) = 76.62, p = 0.000) well within the p<.05 level. For the rest of the eight questions 
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10
Mean 3.24 2.61 2.13 2.62 2.87 2.93 3.11 2.80 2.58 2.44
N 153 153 153 153 153 153 153 153 153 153
Std. Deviation .951 1.077 1.037 1.153 .944 .940 .893 1.022 1.005 .999
Mean 1.57 4.48 1.43 2.04 1.47 1.62 1.84 3.91 3.45 3.56
N 153 153 153 153 153 153 153 153 152 153
Std. Deviation .750 .753 .849 1.202 .669 .761 .823 1.126 1.156 1.117
Mean 2.44 3.02 1.82 2.63 2.32 2.36 2.52 3.04 2.59 3.05
N 153 153 153 152 152 152 153 152 153 153
Std. Deviation .865 .942 .859 1.065 .896 .810 .828 1.041 .928 1.111
Mean 2.49 2.82 1.89 2.36 2.26 2.13 2.48 3.72 3.26 3.42
N 153 153 152 152 152 152 153 153 153 153
Std. Deviation .947 1.066 1.007 1.070 .938 .916 .940 1.085 1.140 1.080
Mean 2.83 3.24 2.05 2.69 2.66 2.64 2.93 2.80 2.54 2.82
N 153 153 153 153 151 153 153 153 153 152
Std. Deviation .972 1.094 .941 1.143 .959 .929 .904 1.072 1.057 1.104
Mean 3.44 2.60 2.20 2.45 3.18 3.10 3.40 2.44 2.56 2.38
N 153 153 152 153 152 152 153 153 153 152
Std. Deviation .965 1.028 .984 .993 .997 .940 .989 .979 .973 1.028
Mean 2.67 3.13 1.92 2.47 2.46 2.46 2.71 3.12 2.83 2.95
N 918 918 916 916 913 915 918 917 917 916













please see Table 2.2. As given below in the Table 2.2, there were also significant 
differences in terms of degree of abruptness found in six email situations. Statistical 
comparisons show that the mean score for Email 2 (Mean = 4.48, SD = .753) was 
significantly higher than all for other email scenarios. The mean scores of Email1 (Mean 
= 2.61, SD = 1.07), and Email 6 (Mean = 2.60, SD = 1.03) were significantly lower than 
in the rest of the emails. So, overall Email 2 was rated significantly more abrupt than 
emails 1, 4, 5, and 3. These results suggest that respondents’ rate Email 2 as “quite 
abrupt” while Email 1 was rated as “not at all’ abrupt. We can also see that effect size for 
the first two questions 31 percent and 29 percent is being high as compared to the rest of 
eight questions on the perception questionnaire. This also shows responses were quite 
varied for these two questions dealing with overall politeness and abruptness in the six 
















Table 2.2 ANOVA and Effect Size of Core Questions on the Questionnaire 
  




F Sig. Eta2 




(Combined) 341.352 5 68.270 82.107 .000 .310 
Within Groups 758.314 912 .831    
Total 1099.666 917     




(Combined) 383.603 5 76.721 76.617 .000 .296 
Within Groups 913.229 912 1.001    
Total 1296.832 917     




(Combined) 59.014 5 11.803 13.114 .000 .067 
Within Groups 819.008 910 .900    
Total 878.022 915     




(Combined) 45.476 5 9.095 7.427 .000 .039 
Within Groups 1114.406 910 1.225    
Total 1159.882 915     




(Combined) 268.629 5 53.726 65.321 .000 .265 
Within Groups 745.997 907 .822    
Total 1014.627 912     




(Combined) 226.755 5 45.351 57.842 .000 .241 
Within Groups 712.694 909 .784    
Total 939.449 914     




(Combined) 234.358 5 46.872 58.136 .000 .242 
Within Groups 735.294 912 .806    
Total 969.653 917     




(Combined) 252.667 5 50.533 45.373 .000 .199 
Within Groups 1014.613 911 1.114    
Total 1267.280 916     




(Combined) 130.228 5 26.046 23.793 .000 .116 
Within Groups 997.233 911 1.095    
Total 1127.461 916     




(Combined) 185.251 5 37.050 32.103 .000 .150 
Within Groups 1050.234 910 1.154    






2.4. Discussion and Conclusions 
 
Writing a request email is a core task in an academic setting, as it is in a variety of 
workplaces. This study examined the impact of problematic student email requests, 
focusing on the instructors’ perceptions about appropriateness or the degree of 
acceptability of such emails. Some survey questions also asked participants to share their 
perceptions of non-native, English- speaking students’ writing pragmatically infelicitous 
email requests. Some past researchers had demonstrated that NNS students are likely to 
use different politeness strategies when requesting some favorable actions of instructors 
(Sabee & Wilson, 2005; Bolkan & Holmgren, 2012). However, the present study focused 
more on perceptions of faculty members about selected problematic email messages. All 
the email scenarios rated by research participants involved requests related to the 
academic context in which student and faculty members often interact via email 
communication. Although some of these request scenarios pertain to institutional 
responsibilities of faculty members, they appear to be face threatening as they require the 
receiver of email to do something which otherwise he/she would not do. According to 
Brown and Levinson (1987) such asymmetrical communication involves some of the 
principles of deference politeness by acknowledging any imposition by using positive or 
negative politeness strategies. Due to the institutionally lower status of students they are 
supposed to mitigate such requests by using indirect request strategies and other rapport-
building tools. The results of this study demonstrate that faculty members expect 
appropriate use of form of address conventions from their students, and inappropriate use 
of such (sociopragmatic) conventions of email requests can easily show student’s 





scenarios lacked a salutation or a closing (see actual emails scenarios given in the results 
section). On the basis of quantitative and qualitative evidence it can be argued that such 
emails that are devoid of proper opening or closing moves increase the coerciveness of 
student requests toward faculty members. In qualitative responses one respondent pointed 
out the lack of formal address term for Email Scenario 3 thusly, “No first names for me” 
(Male, 68). Another faculty member shared his concerns about salutations and formal 
address term as, “No salutation. Does not write my name. No offer to take responsibility 
for getting the materials. Assumes it’s my job to do extra work for him/her when he/she 
is absent” (Male, 53). From such responses it could be suggested that email requests 
lacking formal address terms, greetings and closing moves can portray email requests as 
status-incongruent.   
All the email scenarios included in the online questionnaire lack some of the 
deference principles, and survey participants perceived these scenarios as problematic, as 
some of the students apparently assume compliance rather promptly on the part of faculty 
members, who of course are in a position of higher status in the institutional hierarchy. 
Many respondents considered this sense of urgency as unreasonable on the part of 
students. One respondent shared his views about Email 4, as follows: “This is one of 
those emails where the student thinks that all I do all day is wait for their questions on 
assignments that are due the next day. It’s not this email that is so much annoying--it’s 
the millions of these that I have received in 15 years of teaching” (Male, 69). Results 
indicate that there is great diversity in faculty ratings of the six email scenarios, and 
faculty members have different perceptions regarding the use of formal address terms, 





of request head acts. This great diversity of prevalent conventions poses many challenges 
for student writers of email in general and second language users in particular. 
Furthermore, it also makes email into a puzzle or a ‘moving target’ in ESL writing and 
business communication classes. Instructors need to go the extra mile to provide a 
number of computer-mediated academic requests that students have to categorize as 
appropriate or inappropriate for a given sociolinguistic and sociocultural setting. Then, 
instructors could adapt their pedagogical strategies in light of the various needs of their 
students. Many awareness-raising activities can be structured and operationalized in a 
full-fledged email request module for the context of academic as well as business 
communication. This module can be modified to deal with the diversity of email request 
norms by including both pragmalinguistic as well as sociopragmatic features. The final 
part of this module can be used to gather written output for the diagnostic assessment of 
learners. Student may select different sections of the module to obtain maximum benefit 
by doing different activities and training exercises embedded in this instructional unit.   
Many faculty respondents pointed out that the use of imperatives put students out 
of their status, as such use of imperatives with “please” makes their requests sound like a 
demand, or an order and therefore, such use of imperatives assumes that faculty members 
will comply with such requests. One respondent shared his concerns related to Email 2, 
as follows: “Saying ‘please’ seems like it is polite, but it isn’t really adequate when 
asking a professor for a favor. It sounds like something you’d say to someone who is 
working for you, not someone you are working for” (Male, 47). Another respondent 
pointed out inappropriate use of an imperative in Email Scenario 4 as, “The email is not 





look’” (Male, 39). Some past researchers consider use of an imperative as an 
inappropriate strategy for such academic emails to faculty members. For example, Bloch 
(2002) asserts that power differentials are not properly addressed by students in their 
emails to professors. These views were confirmed by participants in the present study as 
in their qualitative responses, in which they shared how some of email requests in the 
questionnaire sound as though they are from a colleague or a supervisor rather than from 
a student. Here is one response related to the Email Scenario 2: “It appears to be an email 
from a colleague: there is no salutation, and it appears to be talking about some co-
publication” (Female, 41). Another faculty participant pointed out pragmatic infelicities 
in the form of an unreasonable proposed time frame to comply with a request as given in 
Email Scenario 4: “I would have appreciated a little more formality. The email is too 
informal, almost as if the student is communicating with a fellow peer” (Male, 61). 
However, for some relatively younger (26-35) faculty members such requests were 
perfectly fine for what they perceived as appropriate academic email communication. It 
was also interesting that this group of faculty respondents deal with non-native students 
more frequently as compared to other age groups. Perhaps younger faculty respondents 
more used to dealing with NNS are more tolerant to pragmatic infelicities in email 
messages. 
Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig (1996) claim similar findings in stating, “Students 
do not have the institutional status to issue directives to faculty, and the use of this form 
puts them seriously out of status.” (p.59), and then explain that not all high imposition 
messages received negative evaluation from the respondents in their study. There were 





well as expectations related to appropriate email requests. Just to share one, in response 
to Email 6, a majority of faculty members were fine with the imposition level of the 
student request; however, a few disagreed with them. One respondent suggested, “I like 
use of ‘please’ and ‘Thank you’ so it is better than the other five emails, but again, it 
would be nice to ask if the professor would be willing to check on this as opposed to 
telling them to do it” (Male, 45). Another respondent considered this request as a mild 
imposition, as he stated, “This is a mild imposition, requiring a one word answer. The 
students who ask this kind of thing are usually over-anxious rather than self-centered or 
rude” (Female, 38). In contrast to that comment, another faculty respondent pointed out, 
“After a few messages like this, I would tell my students that they will lose points if they 
keep sending such requests” (Male, 62). Students should acknowledge the imposition of 
their email requests on the faculty, in particular, softening their requests by addressing 
the faculty member’s time constraints in academic life. Such status-incongruent email 
requests in workplace settings require a high level of mitigation.  
The qualitative data from the perception questionnaire of the current study also 
show that some faculty members prefer brief emails over lengthy ones. This response 
shows that faculty participants were affected by the length of email requests in their 
evaluations. One participant shared her opinion related to Email 1: “I prefer to-the-point 
emails. I would be very comfortable with a message like this from a student I had worked 
with for a few months” (Female, 29). Similarly, in response to Email 1, one participant 
shared, “A polite and reasonable request in an email uncluttered with unnecessary 
details” (Male, 30). Another faculty participant discussed brevity with regard to Email 2: 





36). Following this trend, one respondent emphasized on clarity and concise wordage: 
“Clear, concise communication--I do NOT want to wade through a lot of unnecessary 
words! To me this is much more thoughtful of my needs than a bunch of politically 
correct B.S.” (Male, 27). Results also showed that faculty participants prefer emails from 
official that is, university email addresses rather than from other email services. One 
faculty respondent showed his disapproval for Email 1 as follows: “I don’t like an official 
university emails sent from @gmail.com. I don’t like email attachments: put the file 
somewhere online and send me the link” (Male, 45). Another participant pointed out the 
unofficial use of email account in Email 1 by commenting, “It is sent from a Gmail 
account, not a university account. I will not discuss academic work with a student via a 
private email address, since there is no way of verifying identity. Opening an attachment 
from an unknown Gmail account is a potential security risk to the Professor’s computer. I 
will not open such attachments” (Male, 38). Another respondent shares her views related 
to Email 2 as, “Looks like a Trojan Horse email phishing for a response” (Female, 31). In 
response to another student’s writing, in Email Scenario 3, one participant asserts, “I 
don’t like email from @hotmail.com” (Male, 37). However, context matters a lot in case 
of receiving an email from a non-university account, perception of faculty recipient can 
be quite different if the sender and receiver have been working together for a while.   
We can see from the above discussion that there are several important factors that 
influence faculty participants’ perceptions about students’ email requests. Students 
should keep in mind the busy institutional roles that their instructors play to avoid status 
incongruent speech act of requests via email. Students should mitigate their requests by 





receivers regarding their email communication. Before sending their emails, students 
should also spend some time assessing the extent to which their requests may create an 
imposition on their faculty instructors. Such thoughtful acknowledgement of such 
impositions will help them to write status congruent email requests, which will result in 
better rapport with their faculty recipients. We find that when students use time 
intensifiers, e.g., “Please answer me as soon as possible” this may act to put them in 
negative perspective, as senders of such requests don’t offer lot of choice of compliance 
to the faculty as institutional representatives. One faculty participant showed his 
annoyance for such time intensifiers by responding, ‘Please answer me as soon as 
possible’ is too demanding. Ugh! Students should be told why it’s unwise to ever write 
that to a Prof.” (Male, 58). Students should also use their official i.e., university email 
addresses for sending requests; in the present study, many faculty respondents showed a 
preference for the use of official email address. The use of official email address is even 
more important regarding large online classes, as faculty members can miss some 
messages due to confusion stemming from the use of an un-official email address. This 
issue might be more relevant for fully online classes as compared to general face-to-face 
classes. Finally, in their emails students should use formal address terms, closing moves, 
and briefly explain their request so that respondents know how exactly how they may 
help them in a better, more efficient way. However, as faculty responses also 
underscored, students should not sacrifice brevity i.e., faculty participant responses 
showed that while they prefer brevity, it is also important to them that students are clear 





2.5. Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research 
 
Recent research on computer-mediated communication has suggested that there are 
no established conventions for appropriate linguistic behavior in email communication 
(Timpe, 2013; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007). The present 
study was one small step in this direction to find out more about acceptable email request 
conventions among faculty participants in a mid-western university in the US. This study 
was focused only on email requests from non-native speakers of English to faculty 
participants. The researcher did not conduct any comparison with emails from native 
speakers or faculty participants’ perceptions in the same domain. Even though some 
faculty members mentioned that they also have received similarly inappropriate emails 
from native speakers, if there had been a contrastive element in the study it might have 
resulted in more definite claims about email requests from NS students. Furthermore, this 
study only focused on speech act, a request; undoubtedly, there is still room for additional 
research for other types of speech acts e.g., refusals, complaints, acceptance/rejection of 
invitations, etc. In the present study, the researcher was not asking participants to share 
industry- related experiences or experience pertaining to a career in business. Only few 
participants shared their actual departmental affiliation as it was an optional question due 
to confidentiality of participants. In future research, perhaps investigators should look at 
ratings of faculty who have had a career in business in comparison to those solely in 
academic fields.  The researcher believes that business and hard sciences faculty 
members might have a different view of students’ email requests from the non-business 
faculty e.g., humanities and social sciences professors. Faculty members in the business 





related job experience, this might influence their perceptions about different variables of 
email requests in the academic settings. This might offer a valuable body of perception 
data for expanding the research scope about politeness of email requests in academia as 
well as in other workplace settings. Another possibility can be a contrastive study on 
email correspondence in the business world such as workplace setting in solely business 
organizations versus the academic setting, contrasting acceptability norms of email 
correspondence between two different workplace settings.  Finally, subsequent studies 
may compare emails with attachments from non-university accounts where in one version 
the email sender introduces himself/herself thoroughly because he/she is not well 
acquainted with faculty recipient, where as in another scenario sender does not identify 
himself/herself. The email pragmatics of messages with attachments could constitute a 



















The ability to use language effectively in context or ‘communicative competence’ 
(coined by Hymes) is believed by different scholars (e.g. Canale & Swain, 1980; 
Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Purpura, 2004; Grabowski, 2009; Bachman 
&Palmer, 2010) to have different components. These components, which are subsumed 
under different labels, have certain things in common, in that they all include ‘knowledge 
of language forms’, ‘their use or function’ and ‘an awareness of how to use possible 
language forms in actual social context appropriately’. To attain communicative 
competence, a sound knowledge of contextual aspects of authentic language in use is 
necessary. As a result of increasing awareness of communicative competence, there is a 
shift of focus from linguistic competence and grammatical accuracy to achievement of 
functional purposes in L2 by producing and comprehending the language in a socially 
appropriate manner. The notions of pragmatic competence and inter-language pragmatics 
have attracted much attention within the realm of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) in 
general and Second Language Pragmatics (SLP) in particular. In the study of pragmatics, 
language assessment and SLA, three different aspects are at issue: developmental aspects 
of communicative competence, the possibility of teaching pragmatics, and different ways 





mostly focus on questions of whether or not pragmatic features are assessable, whether or 
not the assessment tool is effective in assessing the natural language use, and whether or 
not there are different outcomes for different assessment methods (Liu, 2007; Yamashita, 
2008; Roever, 2011).  
Many researchers (e.g., Rose & Kasper, 2001; Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Golato, 
2003) have regarded teaching pragmatics as an indispensable part of teaching and 
learning a language. Based on cross-cultural pragmatics studies, transferring L1 
pragmatic rules into L2 domains may result in misunderstandings or pragmatic failure, 
which can overshadow students' academic and professional success (Tanaka, 1997; 
Yamashita, 2008; Grossi, 2009). The results of various studies indicated firstly, that 
students' interlanguage pragmatics, even in a second language setting, is highly resistant 
to self-development (e.g. Bouton, 1988) and secondly, that instruction plays a key role in 
its development (Alcón Soler, 2005; Bouton, 1994, 1999; Cohen & Olshtain, 1993). The 
major difficulty for instruction in pragmatics, however, is how to and what to teach in 
classrooms (Cohen, 1996), and, more importantly how to assess it in a meaningful way 
(Yamashita, 2008; Roever, 2011). Kasper and Rose (2001) argue: “Especially in 
instructional contexts where formal testing is regularly performed, curricular innovations 
that comprise pragmatics as a learning objective will be ineffective as long as pragmatic 
ability is not included as a regular and important component of language tests” (p.9). 
The present study aims to inform research on second language pragmatics 
assessment by investigating the pragmatic performance of non-native speakers of 
English. The researcher provides a comprehensive approach to design a more construct 





of pragmatic knowledge in assessment tasks. The components of pragmatics discussed 
here include sociolinguistic, sociocultural, and psychological appropriateness, as well as 
grammatical accuracy and the use of polite formulaic expressions. These components are 
derived from Purpura’s (2004) model of communicative language ability. The primary 
research question driving this study is whether it is feasible to use computer mediated 
role plays to assess pragmatic knowledge of non-native speakers of English. This 
question is addressed by doing needs analysis of different stakeholders including ESL 
administrators, ESL TAs, ESL students and International Students and Scholars Services 
(ISSS) officers. Then, in light of needs analysis, different tasks were developed to assess 
the pragmatic competence of international students at a large Mid-Western university.  
These tasks were developed by following Davidson and Lynch’s (2002) theory of test 
specifications. Another pertinent question addressed by this study is how ESL students 
perform on four selected tasks, whether their performance agree with a hypothesized task 
difficulty typology developed by using Brown and Levinson (1987) social variables, and 
finally, to assess what is the inter-rater reliability of pragmatics constructs operationalized 
in these tasks. Keeping in view most of the past studies based on discourse completion 
tests (DCTs), an iterative process to develop test specifications may lead to an alternative 
test format, which constitutes another justification to try out computer-mediated 
assessment. Computer mediated communication (CMC) is one of the latest approaches in 
second language assessment; however, use of CMC is conspicuously absent in the 
majority of studies conducted to assess second language pragmatics.  The current study 
finds out whether pragmatic competence can be effectively assessed through 





this study, the researcher concludes by reviewing areas that call for more investigation 
within this domain. 
 Following the introduction, section two of this paper focuses on the literature review, 
and the significant themes of relevant literature are introduced and focused upon by 
mentioning some important theoretical and empirical studies concerning pragmatics, 
inter-language pragmatics, and teaching and assessment of second language pragmatics.  
Section three explains the study and gives information about the research questions, 
methods, participants, needs analysis, test development, scoring rubric, test 
administration and data analysis procedures. Section four provides results, discussion and 
general conclusions, limitations and suggestions for further research.  
3.2. Literature Review 
 
This section provides an overview of pragmatic studies dealing with the field of 
pragmatics, inter-language pragmatics, instructional pragmatics, and assessment of 
second language pragmatics and the possibility of CMC task-based assessment of 
pragmatic competence.  
3.2.1. What is Pragmatics? 
 
Pragmatics is arguably a controversial term that is understood in different ways by 
different pragmatics theorists.  There is no shortage of definitions of pragmatics, but most 
theorists agree that “Pragmatics” is difficult to define in a coherent manner. Pragmatics is 
an emerging field of study, which, according to Leech (1996), is characterized as 
involving, “how language is used in communication” (p.1). Crystal (2003) has defined 
pragmatics as, “the study of language from the point of view of users, especially of the 





and the effects their use of language has on their participants in the act of 
communication” (p.364). Green (1996) argues that pragmatics primarily deals with 
notions such as belief, goal, plan and act. Whenever we communicate with each other, 
we use words and sentences to convey our ideas. In order to fully understand the 
meanings of these words or sentences, we must understand the context in which these 
words or sentences are used.  Pragmatics focuses on these contextual factors by analyzing 
how people use language within a given context and why they use language in particular 
ways to achieve their communicative goals.  
Considering the way language users accomplish their communicative goals using 
a language in context, Leech (1983, 2014) has divided pragmatics into two main 
constituents; Pragmalinguistics and Sociopragmatics. The former concerns the linguistic 
resources, such as discourse markers, directness and indirectness, etc., which are used to 
perform “communicative acts and interpersonal meanings”. The latter refers to “the social 
perceptions underlying participants’ interpretation and performance of communicative 
action” (Kasper & Rose, 2001, p. 2).  Roever (2011) argues that, “both components are 
tightly connected, as a speaker’s sociopragmatic analysis of a situation (in terms of 
politeness, possible meanings, and cultural norms and prohibitions) is linguistically 
encoded through pragmalinguistic choices” (p.2).    
3.2.2. Pragmatic Competence 
 
Pragmatics plays an important role in everyday communication.  If we observe 
our activities from dawn to dusk, it becomes clear that we spend much of our time 
communicating our ideas to others. Our written or spoken interaction involves the 





meanings in a collaborative manner. These meanings depend on the literal meanings of 
utterances, as well as intended and extended meanings derived from the contextual clues 
of the situations and values shared by the speakers and hearers. Speaker and hearer 
cultural background also plays an important role in the development and understanding of 
pragmatic meanings.   
Thomas (1983) defines pragmatic competence as the ability to communicate 
efficiently and mentions that this ability encompasses knowledge beyond the grammatical 
level. Faerch and Kasper (1984) argue that pragmatic competence should be seen as the 
combination of declarative and procedural knowledge. They maintain that declarative 
knowledge includes linguistic knowledge, speech-act knowledge, discourse knowledge, 
contextual knowledge, and knowledge of the world.  Furthermore, they believe 
procedural knowledge is also important for linguistic production as it equips language 
users to encode declarative knowledge they possess. Thus, from Faerch and Kasper’s 
(1984) point of view, pragmatic competence is the ability to make use of speech acts in a 
socially appropriate fashion as a part of their procedural and declarative knowledge i.e., 
demonstrating full understanding of cultural specific notions by encoding with the help of 
procedural knowledge of target language. 
  Kasper and Rose (2001) view this notion as the study of a communicative act that 
takes place in a socio-cultural context. They hold that not only does this communicative 
action include using speech acts, but it also involves various types of discourse and 
taking part in speech events of varying complexity and length. Speech acts are widely 
studied in the field of pragmatics. The scientific study of speech acts dates to Austin 





‘performative’ and ‘constative’ sentences (Sadock, 2004). Performatives are the 
sentences that are commonly used for doing things, whereas constatives are sentences 
that are used for saying something. Austin went on to distinguish among ‘locution’, 
‘illocution’ and ‘perlocution’, which are three kinds of acts performed by each utterance.  
A locutionary act is simply the literal meaning of a sentence we utter using sounds, words 
or grammatical rules. An illocutionary act, on the other hand, is what we want to achieve 
using each statement, i.e., the intended meaning. Austin's last term, perlocutionary act, is 
what happens as a result of using each sentence.  
As Yule (1996) asserts, each utterance can serve numerous illocutionary forces, 
and it is not always a simple matter to understand intended meaning without Illocutionary 
Force Indicating Device (IFIDs) or a felicity condition. An IFID is the device within an 
utterance that most prominently indicates the illocutionary force. This device can be a 
performative verb, intonation, stress, word order, etc. Felicity condition, on the other 
hand, refers to the expected situation for a speech act to function appropriately.  
Cook (1989) distinguishes between two general categories of speech acts, namely 
‘declaratives’ and ‘performatives’. Declaratives are utterances in which uttering the 
words is the same as doing the action, and the form is exactly in line with function. These 
kinds of utterances require a special felicity condition and an authority on the part of the 
speaker. He states that declaratives are only a kind of a broader category of speech acts 
called performatives. This category of speech acts helps language users to perform 







3.2.3. Communicative Competence 
 
There is an explicit link between pragmatic competence and communicative 
competence. It is a common practice in language testing literature (Bachman, 1990; 
Bachman and Palmer, 1996; Canale and Swain, 1980; Canale, 1983) to discuss pragmatic 
competence as one component of communicative competence. Purpura’s (2004) model of 
communicative language ability also discussed pragmatic competence as one component 
of communicative competence. Some researchers (e.g., Levinson, 1983; Mey, 2001) 
believe that the study of language in use or communicative competence dates back to the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. Regardless of the exact starting point, there is a consensus 
among linguists that this movement came into being as a reaction to the views put 
forward by Chomsky, who claimed that language could be studied as an abstract object.  
Drawing upon previous works, Hymes (1971) coined the term ‘communicative 
competence’ and put forward different views about it from the perspective of linguistic 
anthropology (Kasper & Rose, 2001). 
Hymes (1972) draws upon Chomsky's competence/performance distinction for 
providing his model. In his view, Chomsky's abstract view about competence, which 
resembles the underlying mental capacity in speakers' minds, might be necessary- but not 
sufficient- for acting successfully within a speech community. He reminds us that 
language performance does not always reflect competence and, in order to communicate 
effectively, speakers require knowledge about social rules that control language use. He 
proposes a model for communicative competence components that includes: 






• Feasibility: issuing the question whether something can be achieved using 
forms that are possible; 
• Appropriateness: addressing the issue of appropriate use as regards social 
context; and  
• Performance: reflecting a way that linguistic act was carried out.  
After Hymes' four-component model for communicative competence, Canale and Swain 
(1980) put forward a three-level model for the construct. Their model included the 
following components:  
• Grammatical competence: referring to the ability to produce 
grammatically correct forms; 
• Sociocultural competence: the extent to which a language user is aware of 
producing socio-culturally-appropriate forms in each context; and 
• Strategic competence: addressing different communication strategies by 
compensating for a lack of knowledge and language use enhancement.  
Another element was added to the above-mentioned components by Canale (1983), 
referred to as ‘discourse competence,’ which refers to the ability to produce cohesive and 
coherent strings of language. The notion of ‘discourse competence’ also refers to 
extended control of language over long stretches of oral or written discourse (Fulcher & 
Davidson, 2007, P.41), making this model different from Hymes’ components for 
communicative competence. This addition resulted in a number of other L2 proficiency 
models, including Bachman’s 1990, Bachman and Palmer, 1996; Purpura, 2004; and 





assessment concern proficiency testing and are based on language ability models, because 
there is no specific curriculum available on which to base achievement test development.  
 Bachman (1990) provided a more comprehensive stratified model for 'communicative 
language ability'.  In his conception, language ability is divided into two major categories 
of ‘organizational’ and ‘pragmatic’ competence. The organizational competence contains 
two components: ‘grammatical competence’ and ‘textual competence’.  Grammatical 
competence refers to the knowledge of structures and forms of language. Textual 
competence, on the other hand, addresses knowledge of cohesion, coherence and 
rhetorical organization. This competence also contains knowledge of conversational 
conventions. Bachman’s pragmatic competence deals with the relationship between what 
a speaker says in the language, and what he/she wants to achieve in using different forms 
of it. This competence is then divided into two categories of illocutionary and 
sociolinguistic competence. Illocutionary competence allows us to use language for 
different functions and to interpret functions intended by other language users. However, 
he claims that illocutionary competence is not enough for communicating successfully, 
and language users need an in-depth knowledge of sociocultural norms as well as 
sensitivity to different aspects of context. Bachman calls this ability sociocultural 
competence. Bachman and Palmer’s models of language competence (1996, 2010) are 
more complex in nature and include affective factors, making this model particularly 
complicated (Fulcher and Davidson, 2007).  Purpura’s (2004) model of language ability 
offers comprehensive understanding of the pragmatic competence; this model shows how 
grammatical form serves to realize language meaning, in context, becomes pragmatic 





3.2.4. Inter-language Pragmatics 
 
In order to make a connection between Pragmatics and SLA, Kasper and Schmidt 
(1996) proposed that more research be carried out to reveal the role that instruction can 
play in the development of pragmatic ability. In SLA literature, pragmatics is usually 
referred to as Inter-Language Pragmatics (ILP). In simple words, it deals with the way 
non-native speakers understand and perform acts in the target language (Kasper & Rose, 
2002). In other words, ILP is defined as the “nonnative speakers’ comprehension and 
production of speech acts, and how their L2-related speech act knowledge is acquired” 
(Kasper & Dahl, 1991, p. 1). 
Kasper and Rose (2002) define ILP in these terms: “In analogy with other area of 
specialization within SLA-inter-language syntax, inter-language lexis, and so forth, the 
study of non-native speakers’ use and acquisition of L2 pragmatics knowledge is referred 
to as inter-language pragmatics” (p.81). They further state, “the study of non-native 
speakers’ comprehension, production, and acquisition of linguistic action in L2, or put 
briefly, ILP investigates how to do things with words in a second language” (p.184).  
Roever (2006) states some of the factors that may affect inter-language pragmatics 
systems. These factors include transfer, simplification, motivation, aptitude, quantity and 
quality of input, attention and awareness and some other individual factors (see also 
Selinker, 1972; Kasper, 1995; Kasper and Schmidt, 1996; Schmidt, 2001).  Hence, ILP 
relates to the two disciplines of second language studies and pragmatics.   
Kasper and Rose (2002) believe that there are three major issues to be addressed 
in inter-language pragmatics studies: "what opportunities for developing L2 pragmatic 





classroom setting without instruction in pragmatics, and what effects various approaches 
to instruction have on pragmatics development" (p. 4).   
There are many studies on inter-language pragmatics but most of them focus on 
developmental aspects of pragmatic knowledge.  The assessment of L2 pragmatics has 
late arrival as compared to other aspects of language testing and assessment. There are 
only a few studies from the late 1980s that inform the field of assessment of L2 
pragmatics.  Blum-Kulka, House, and Kasper (1989) conducted a pioneer study on the 
large scale Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP), which used the 
original conception of ‘speech act’ developed by Austin (1962) and Searle (1969) as their 
unit of analysis. This study has used the Brown and Levinson (1987) framework of the 
three context factors and has studied speech act realization across numerous languages 
and cultures.  These three context variables include relative power of the interlocutor, 
degree of social distance and degree of imposition between interlocutors.  CCSARP used 
the Discourse Completion Test (DCT) as a tool for collecting information from 
respondents.  Different situations were presented and participants were asked to write 
their responses as a reaction to these situations.  The significant feature of this research 
was a proposed imposition hierarchy for different situations presented to participants. 
This variation of three factors power, relative social distance and degree of imposition 
enhanced the construct representation for this study.  CCSARP categorized pragmatic 
strategies used by respondents according to a well-structured coding system.  This coding 
mechanism offered great support for confirming cross-cultural differences on the basis of 
frequent strategies used by participants. Roever (2011) has expressed appreciation for the 





L2 pragmatic tests. CCSARP’s coding system has also informed many other studies 
conducted to investigate speech acts e.g., suggestions, complaints, complements, refusals, 
apologies, requests, and gratitude ( Trosborg, 1995; Lorenzo-Dus, 2001; Salsbury & 
Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Barron, 2003; Byon, 2004; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Matsumura, 
2007; Schauer, 2009). 
3.2.5. Research on Instructional Pragmatics 
 
One research question in this study deals with perception of different stakeholders 
regarding teaching pragmatics to our ESL population, so this section includes the review 
of some empirical studies on the effect of instruction on L2 pragmatic development.  
Numerous studies have investigated the effects of pragmatics instruction in language 
teaching, some of which are touched upon here.  
In general, there is consensus among researchers that intervention in the 
development of inter-language pragmatics through classroom instruction leads to a 
remarkable shift in learners’ pragmatic success. Billmyer (1990) studied two high-
intermediate female Japanese ESL groups for their use of appropriate English 
compliments. One group received formal instruction on the production of compliments, 
whereas the second group received no instruction. Two ESL groups were enrolled in 140 
hours of instruction in general skills ESL courses, and the experimental group received 
six extra hours of explicit instruction on using compliments and responding to 
compliments in American English. The researcher used conversation with native speakers 
as a tool for eliciting targeted speech acts. The study, which was carried out in a pre-
test/post-test design, indicated that the tutored group performed significantly better 





Olshtain and Cohen (1990) studied a group of 18 adult learners of English with a 
background in Hebrew, with regard to the effects of teaching different aspects of apology 
speech acts. They used two pre-teaching/post-teaching questionnaires, including 
discourse completion questions in a pre-test/post-test design in which students received 
three sessions of instruction on the use of speech acts. Teaching materials included a 
variety of items, including the teachers' explicit explanation of speech act behavior in 
English; information sheets, including the main points of the lesson, role-play activities, 
and pair work activities in which students were expected to discuss appropriateness of 
apology realizations in given situations; listening to native-speaker dialogues; and 
classroom discussion of the ways in which apologies are realized in English. The 
comparison between pre-test and post-test results indicated that there was a noteworthy 
approximation (due to the use of the teaching/learning activities) of native-like speech act 
use.  
Bouton (1994) also studied two groups of advanced learners for their 
understanding of implicatures in English. He used a pre-test/post-test design in which the 
experimental group received instruction on implicatures, whereas the control group 
received no instruction. Students were assessed using a multiple-choice questionnaire. 
Results indicated a positive effect of instruction on understanding implicatures for the 
group receiving instruction.  
There have also been studies that have focused on the role of (casual, non-
instructional, outside classroom) input and environmental exposure in developing inter-
language pragmatics. Although Bardovi-Harlig and Dörnyei (1998) reported that both the 





of pragmatic appropriateness, input and environmental exposure alone did not appear to 
be sufficient for developing L2 pragmatics. Studying the relationship between the amount 
of exposure to input and L2 pragmatic development, Matsumura (2003) realized that 
exposure to English over a period of time could only marginally develop pragmatic 
competence in Japanese ESL learners. Matsumura’s (2003) findings are in line with those 
of Swain (1985), who concluded that exposure to input per se is not sufficient and its 
salient features needed to be brought to the learners’ attention. 
More recently Taguchi (2015a) classified studies on the effect of instruction on 
pragmatic competence into three main categories: teachability studies (whether pragmatic 
constructs are teachable),  instruction vs. exposure in real-world pragmatics studies 
(amount of practice in real world settings including study abroad and instructional effects 
in formal classroom settings), and teaching methods studies (which compared? the 
effectiveness of one method to another). This detailed literature review shows how the 
research field has evolved in the area of instructional pragmatics. Overall there is general 
consensus that pragmatic constructs are teachable; however, study abroad instructional 
programs show significant improvement in terms of students’ pragmatic competence 
gains. 
Regardless of how these studies were carried out and what features of pragmatic 
competence were considered, the findings are consistent in the sense that pragmatic 
features are teachable and instruction is useful in developing L2 pragmatic competence. 
This provides a strong basis for doing needs analysis in this study as it specifically 
pertains to the ESL program at a large Mid-Western university.  This may help align ESL 





despite this review of different instructional approaches to teaching of pragmatics, this 
researcher could not find work on curricula in pragmatics other than, arguably, Olshtain 
and Cohen (1990). There is more research on instructional methods rather than specific 
curricula for developing pragmatic competence in second language learners. 
  Pragmatic competence is also pivotal for successful communication of 
international students with native speakers in the university settings.  International 
students communicate their ideas in classrooms, advising sessions, emails to professors, 
class-mates, administrative staff, etc., and hence, such settings have become part of 
writing tutorials. All these communication contexts require them to have good command 
of pragmatic knowledge; otherwise they can make annoying mistakes. Hartford and 
Bardovi-Harligs’s earliest study (1996) on the effect of student email messages on faculty 
provides evidence for this assumption. Their study confirmed that pragmatic infelicities 
are caused by inappropriate and insufficient mitigation, more emphasis on personal 
needs, lack of acknowledgement of faculty’s time pressures, and status incongruent 
language use in non-native students’ email communication. Furthermore, this study 
concludes that students’ email messages “reflect an apparent overestimation on the part 
of the student of the faculty member’s level of obligation to comply” (p.58), and 
“requests which do not employ sufficient mitigation or fail to address the precarious 
balance of the faculty as institution vs. the faculty as (over-worked) fellow humans risk 
negative evaluation” (p.67). Biesenbach-Lucas (2006) further contends that there are lack 
of visual cues in email communication, this masking of visual cues may leads to 
inappropriate language use and may result in pragmatic infelicities. In order to help L2 





attention to the systematic investigation of assessment of pragmatic competence. This can 
help universities develop pedagogic and assessment tasks to include pragmatic 
competence in their English as a second language course repertoire. 
3.2.6. Approaches to Assessment of second language pragmatics 
 
Assessment of second language pragmatics is a relatively new field in comparison 
with other areas of language assessment.  Researchers have attempted to assess second 
language pragmatics competence since the early 1990s. Most of these studies have been 
conducted on a smaller scale than studies in other areas of language ability.  Hudson, 
Detmer, and Brown (1992) laid the foundations for future research on the assessment of 
pragmatics with their seminal work on the development of a first language test battery, in 
which they assessed three speech acts (requests, refusals, and apologies).  Hudson, 
Detmer, and Brown, (1995) focused on the ability of Japanese ESL learners to produce 
and comprehend these three speech acts. Yoshitake (1997) and Yamashita (1996) 
continued their work on the assessment of pragmatics by using a limited number of 
Japanese participants who were learning English as a second language. All of these 
researchers studied only the comprehension and production of some specific speech acts 
using a production questionnaire (Kasper, 2000), which is usually known as a discourse 
completion test (DCT).  DCTs are often criticized for not eliciting real life natural 
language use data from the respondents.  Golato (2003) claims that DCT elicits language 
data which may not be a valid reflection of language used in real life situations; however, 
Kasper and Roever (2005) assert that DCT elicits knowledge about speech act realization, 
so it may be used as an effective instrument for assessing ‘pragmalinguistic knowledge’. 





competence, which is problematic for construct-related evidence of validity. Walters 
(2007) and Levinson (1983) cast evidence-based doubt on the very concept of the speech 
act; this is one reason for not employing DCTs as an assessment tool in the present study 
and used a more representative model of computer mediated communication for 
assessing pragmatic knowledge of non-native speakers of English at a large Mid-Western 
university.   
There are a limited number of researchers who study other aspects of pragmatics 
such as implicature (a proposition that can be inferred from an utterance, but which is not 
a condition for the truth of the utterance), pragmatic formulaic expressions, etc.  Bouton 
(1988, 1994, and 1999) pioneered the work on the assessment of implicature, asserting 
that comprehension of implicature is even difficult for proficient non-native speakers of 
English. Bouton (1988) claimed that proficient NNS of English interpreted implicature 
differently in twenty-three settings as compared to native speakers of English.  This 
finding suggests that it is important to conduct a needs analysis of the ESL population 
and then teach implicature to those students who seek to become proficient English 
language users. Another aspect of Bouton’s (1998) finding is that a majority of ESL 
students (77%) were able to comprehend implicature as well as the NS in this study. This 
suggests that implicature proficiency can be assessed and that the skills needed to do well 
in implicature comprehension can be developed through classroom instruction. This work 
was limited in scope due to construct underrepresentation in the tools for assessment. 
Methodologically, Bouton used multiple choice items based on different closed role play 
situations whereas real-life situations are much more fluid in nature. Some researchers 





based language assessment is such an unconventional tool, one that can be used to answer 
construct underrepresentation criticism for other test methods. Reciprocal role-plays 
(Bachman & Palmer, 1996) also promise good results if language users perform certain 
roles and successfully produce extended communication.  
Grabowski (2009) used reciprocal role play tasks (test taker is interacting with 
his/her test partner) for her study on the assessment of second language pragmatics. She 
compared grammatical and pragmatic knowledge of non-native speakers of English with 
native speakers. She found that at lower levels the most significant difference between 
the two is in their grammatical competence, but at higher levels, the grammatical 
competence is relatively similar, but that there is a large gap in their pragmatic 
competence. This shows that even higher-level learners need some education to develop 
their pragmatic competence.  
Youn (2013) also used two interactive role plays using power differentials as well 
as three monologic tasks on different academic situations. Test partners followed a tightly 
prescribed task completion structure. Youn analyzed her test data using conversation 
analysis based on language use, content delivery, addressing situational demands, turn 
organization and overall engagement with the interaction. Youn used multi-faceted Rasch 
measurement to illustrate a higher interrater reliability despite raters’ variable degree of 
severity. She claims that her results can be useful only for low stakes diagnostic and 
pedagogical decisions.  
Timpe (2014) combined assessment tools of judgement of appropriateness and 
multi-turn extended discourse, administering four role play tasks via Skype in which 





construct of pragmatic competence she rated discourse competence, pragmatic 
competence, and an overall performance suitable to different situational variables e.g., 
relative power differentials, social distance, and degree of imposition. Timpe attained an 
overall Cronbach alpha of .87 for the sociopragmatic comprehension part of her test. 
However, her reliability for the multiple-choice items was low at .53, illustrating 
challenges of assessing pragmatic competence via short response items. However, she 
was able to attain higher interrater reliabilities in the high .8 to mid-.9 range.  
Finally, Roever, Fraser and Elder (2014) designed an online test to assess ESL 
sociopragmatic competence to make low stakes pedagogical decisions such as placement, 
formative assessment, and curriculum planning in the Australian context. They worked 
hard on a broader construct representation and practicality aspects by offering a short test 
requiring an hour of completion time without any interaction with a live interlocutor. 
They defined the construct of sociopragmatic knowledge as, “the ability to be responsive 
in extended interactions, recognize pragmatic failure in brief and extended discourse, and 
know how self-presentation is accomplished in social situations” (Roever, Fraser, & 
Elder, 2014, p.72). They assessed 485 intermediate and high proficiency English learners 
including 368 ESL learners in Australia, 67 EFL learners in Chile, and 50 native speakers 
of English. Overall, their results show scores were indicative of test candidates’ 
sociopragmatic knowledge of Australian English. The test scores also correlate with the 
test takers’ general proficiency, illustrating that their findings are in line with the past 
research in the field. The real focus of this test was on sociopragmatic knowledge rather 
than actual language use (performance) in a given context; therefore, the authors claim 





Some studies have already been done showing that pragmatic knowledge is 
teachable (e.g., Salsbury & Bardovi-Harlig, 2001; Golato, 2003; Rose & Kasper, 2001) to 
adult learners. But still, language teachers do not teach pragmatics in many English as a 
second language courses. Liu (2007) states that there can be two possible reasons for 
teachers not so willing to teach pragmatics, first of all in many cases teachers do not have 
the resources to teach second language pragmatics. Second for many learners, pragmatics 
is a sensitive topic, as it includes many ‘face threatening’ situations. Some researchers 
link this particular situation with a lack of pragmatic assessment and assert that more 
studies are required to validate existing tests of second language pragmatics. Liu (2006) 
argues that the reluctance to teach second language pragmatics is directly related to a lack 
of tests available for assessing the inter-language pragmatics competence of students.  
These already-existing tests are also criticized for not assessing all aspects of pragmatic 
competence. Hence, there is clear need for more research on the assessment of 
pragmatics in general and to develop valid tests for the assessment of pragmatic 
competence in particular. There is a scarcity of a pragmatic component in the language 
assessment literature. The present study will attempt to fill this gap and can trigger 
further research to produce more task-based assessment tasks for the assessment of inter-
language pragmatics in academic settings. 
 
3.2.7. Task-based Language Assessment (TBLA) and Email Communication 
 
Starting from the 1980s, language education is moving toward embracing 
communicative approaches. However, it has been only recently that task-based teaching 





Coombe, 2010, Long and Norris, 2000).  According to Ellis (2000), tasks are “the devices 
that provide learners with the data they need for learning” (p.193). Teachers in English as 
a second language should move toward task-based teaching of pragmatics, as task-based 
teaching is now considered to be standard teaching/learning techniques in many parts of 
the world (Shehadeh and Coombe, 2010). Task-based language assessment (TBLA) is 
closely related to task-based language teaching (TBLT); it is based on similar principles, 
but extends them from learning and teaching to language testing (Shehadeh and Coombe, 
2012). Ellis (2003) asserts that, “task-based testing is seen as a way of achieving a close 
correlation between the test performance, i.e., what the testee does during the test and the 
criterion of performance, i.e. what the testee has to do in the real world (p.279)”. Ellis 
added that, tasks are “devices for eliciting and evaluating communicative performances 
from learners in the context of language use that is meaning-focused and directed towards 
some specific goal” (p. 279). Considering communicative characteristics of TBLA 
(Winke, 2010), the present study did not employ DCTs, but rather used CMC interactive 
mode tasks with a strong grounding in real-world email communication. DCTs due to 
their fixed interactional nature are often criticized for not eliciting whole range of 
pragmatic meaning. Moreover, DCTs often produce predetermined interactional 
outcomes, so the present study allowed test takers to negotiate and communicate 
naturally in CMC role-plays. 
Roever (2011) argues that DCTs are too limited in eliciting pragmatic meanings, 
so role plays can offer a good alternative. Long &Norris (2000) argue that efficient tasks 
administered in computer-mediated formats can facilitate the collection of rich 





mail (email) role plays for the assessment of pragmatic knowledge. It also is assumed in 
the present study that communicative email role-plays can elicit a range of interactional 
performances from second language users of English.  There is an unprecedented 
increase in the popularity of email communication specifically in business and academic 
settings. Crystal (2001) states that email communication has become an important 
medium for institutional communication due to its less intrusive nature and high 
transmission speed when compared to some alternate means of traditional 
communication. Worrels (2002) stated that in academic settings email assumes more 
functions, and that in addition to general communication it is used for the delivery of 
materials and for course management. The research by Dürsheid and Frehner (2013) 
reveals that it is important to study pragmatic features of email communication as 
compared to other CMC media because it shares features of both synchronous and 
asynchronous communication. Therefore, it stands to reason that assessing pragmatic 
knowledge of second language users through this popular media of academic 
communication is an appropriate approach for language assessment.    
In the last decade there have been many studies on general email interactions 
(Barron, 2000, 2002, 2003; Crystal, 2001; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2006) and email 
pragmatics, including NNS student-faculty interaction (Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig, 
1996; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Chen, 2006; Bloch 2002; Hendrick, 2010; Economidou-
Kogetsidis, 2011; Zhu, 2012). These studies are relevant to the present study as most of 
them have investigated student-faculty interaction and how students write emails to 
authority figures in academic settings. Hartford and Bardovi-Harligs’s earliest study 





mitigation, more emphasis on personal needs, lack of acknowledgement of faculty’s time 
pressures, and status incongruent language use in non-native students’ email 
communication. Furthermore, this study concludes that students’ email messages “reflect 
an apparent overestimation on the part of the student of the faculty member’s level of 
obligation to comply” (p.58), and “requests which do not employ sufficient mitigation or 
fail to address the precarious balance of the faculty as institution vs. the faculty as (over-
worked) fellow humans risk negative evaluation” (p.67). Timpe, Wain, and Schmidgall 
(2015) highlights different aspects of email communication in general and email requests 
in the workplace in particular. Timpe et al. suggests assessment of pragmatics of written 
communication including writing emails has not been investigated thoroughly. Their 
study shows interactive email communication is a viable tool for the assessment of L2 
pragmatics.  
So far there has been no study, to my knowledge, which has investigated 
pragmatic proficiency by using email role plays and a comprehensive analytical scoring 
rubric composed of sociolinguistic appropriateness, sociocultural appropriateness, 
psychological appropriateness, grammatical accuracy and the use of polite formulaic 
expressions. The present study aims to fill this gap by combining second language 
pragmatics and computer-mediated communication to provide a comprehensive 
assessment model for the assessment of second language pragmatic competence.  
3.3. The Study 
3.3.1. Research Questions 
 





1. What are the perceptions of ESL program director, ESL coordinator, ESL 
TAs, ESL students and ISSS officers about pragmatics needs of ESL writing 
courses? 
2. How effectively can pragmatic knowledge be assessed by using 
communicative email exchanges, predicted to produce extended, responsive 
discourse?   
3. What is the inter-rater reliability for pragmatic constructs operationalized in 
the four communicative role-play tasks? 
4.  Do the scores of test takers on these email tasks increase with an increase in 
their English proficiency level? 
5. Can these tasks be ordered in a theory-justified predicted task hierarchy such 
as the one shown in Table 3.1?  
This hypothetical typology is developed by incorporating social variables of 
social distance, relative power and imposition discussed by Brown and Levinson (1987); 
it is also assumed that stakes of successfully achieving communicative goals (getting a 
higher grade, etc.) may affect the task difficulty hierarchy hypothesized in this study. 
Please see test description section for more details on binary nature of five social 









Table 3.1.  Hypothetical Typology of Pragmatics Tasks describing levels of difficulty 










+D +P Highest Very Difficult Requesting a course 
professor to review a 
bad grade 
High +D +P Higher Difficult A student writing to a 
course professor 
regarding a noisy 
situation in a shared 
office 
High +D +P High  Difficult A student writing to an 
ISSS representative 
regarding a recent bad 
experience at an ISSS 
office 
High -D -P High Easy Requesting a classmate 
to lend you class notes 




This research was based on a mixed-method study design.  Denzin and Lincoln 
(2000) discussed the significance of a mixed-method as follows: “the use of multiple 
methods, or triangulation, reflects an attempt to secure an in-depth understanding of the 
phenomena in question” (p. 5). This method of research is appropriate for meeting the 
purposes of the current study, which revolves around the perceptions of ESL instructors, 
administrators and students and then the assessment of pragmatic knowledge of non-
native students through their e-mail communication. The researcher adopted this method 
in his present study as it may lead to detailed information needed to perform better 
analysis for assessing pragmatic needs of graduate students about ESL writing courses at 
UIUC. This method helped the researcher to draw on all possibilities, as perceptions of 
different stake-holders were collected through interviews and an online survey. With the 





information, years of residence in target language community and confusions about 
incomplete responses were classified. The data were collected through an online survey 
for graduate students, a semi-structured questionnaire for ESL instructors, ESL 
administrators, and International Student and Scholar Services (ISSS) officers. Then 
finally, assessment data were collected through inter-active e-mail communication 
involving non-native English speaking graduate students. Signed consent was obtained 
from all participants prior to the commencement of the study. They were assured that no 
identifying information would be included in the study. All participants were also assured 
that the information they provided would be used to fulfill the objectives of the present 
study, and were informed about their right to withdraw from the study.  
Participants 
 
Eighteen ESL instructors, two ESL administrators, two ISSS assistant directors 
and seventy-six international graduate students participated in this study.  All student 
participants were non-native speakers of English, who have either already taken or were 
enrolled in different ESL writing courses at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. These graduate student participants were heterogeneous with respect to age, 
gender, years of learning English, years of residence in the United States, educational 
background, and native language. All participants participated in the needs analysis phase 
of the research. Only student participants and two native- speaking raters were involved 
in the computer mediated role play phase of the research. Two experienced native 
English speaking raters evaluated the e-mail data produced by graduate student 





the other rater was working as the head Teaching Assistant (TA) for the ESL program in 
the Department of Linguistics. 
Instruments for Needs Analysis 
 
For the first stage of data collection, separate semi-structured interview questions 
were developed for ESL instructors (see Appendix I), ESL administrators (see Appendix 
G) and ISSS officers (see Appendix H).  Questions for ESL instructors and administrators 
were based on potential pragmatic tasks for the graduate-level ESL population and 
whether these tasks can relate with the current ESL curriculum or syllabus. Instructors 
and administrators were also asked to share their perceptions about the necessity of 
pragmatic instruction for email communication and whether they experienced any 
pragmatically-inappropriate email communication from their students.  On the basis of 
information collected from these stakeholders, a questionnaire for students was designed. 
The students’ questionnaire was comprised of 19 academic situations in which pragmatic 
knowledge was explicitly involved (see appendix J).  The different components of the 






Figure 3.1. Components of questionnaire use for needs analysis of ESL students 
3.3.3. Needs Analysis Results 
 
Ellis (2003) defines needs analysis as follows, “a procedure for establishing the 
specific needs of language learners. These needs include the situations in which the 
language will be used and the communicative purposes it will be put to.” (p.345). The 
first step in test development for assessment of pragmatics performance was to conduct a 
needs analysis so that test tasks match the assessment use argument goals (Bachman & 
Palmer, 2010) of our graduate-level ESL writing program. Needs analysis also helped to 
develop suitable procedures for test administration and data collection. It is essential to 
mention here that tasks used in this study were only prototypes, because there is no 
specific pragmatics curriculum for ESL writing classes at a large Mid-Western university, 
and test tasks were developed by following second language proficiency models, rather 
than following the routine practice of addressing a specialized curriculum. The 





assistant directors and advanced-level ESL learners in different graduate level ESL 
writing courses. This needs analysis population was in line with Davidson and Lynch’s 
(2002) call for involving all stakeholders influencing the “mandate” or “constellation of 
forces which help to decide what will be tested and to shape the actual content of the test” 
(p.77).  
The results of needs analysis show that there were mixed opinions about possible 
inclusion of pragmatics in graduate-level ESL writing courses. When the ESL program 
director was asked about what pragmatic tasks graduate ESL students should accomplish 
upon completion of ESL classes, he responded, “Since the service courses are meant to 
prepare the students for what they will experience in school here, and perhaps in future 
English interaction, ideally the ESL courses would expose students to tasks related to 
items like requests, refusals, apologies, invitations, and a wide range of speech acts that 
they might use in school or in future careers”. In response to the same question the ESL 
coordinator (who reports to the director of the ESL program) did not mention any specific 
task and asserted that a student should “demonstrate confidence in their ability to express 
themselves in an English-speaking, academic-medium environment”. Administrators 
were also asked if we need to include more pragmatics-related tasks in our ESL 
curriculum. The ESL program director replied, “This is actually a tricky question.  Of 
course ideally I’d love to include a great deal of information related to pragmatics.  
However, I suppose that would mean that we would have to cut other information.  Since 
most of our classes are focused on ESL Writing, for English Academic Writing, it would 
be quite difficult to cut back on the current materials to get something new in.  This, of 





think we need to include pragmatics, but I do think we need to continue to work toward 
connecting our materials to our objectives. Quality is more important than quantity here, 
and adding more to an already full curriculum is not going to help the students”. The ESL 
program director and coordinator consider pragmatics as an important area but these 
cannot be included in current curricula at the cost of other ESL writing skills.  
Administrators were asked if they have experienced inappropriate e-mail pragmatics from 
ESL students. Both the director and the coordinator confirmed that it always happens.  
The ESL coordinator stated, “Yes, there are always e-mail situations like this, especially 
when you work as an administrator and especially when you work with internationals”. 
The ESL director cited one e-mail in his response, “Most definitely.  I often tell the story 
of an email I received from a student from Japan that went like this: (email message 
quoted below) 
“Subject:  I protest 
Message Body: 
78% on my third essay?  79% in the class overall?  I do not think so.  We must meet this 
week to decide how to change my grade.”  
The ESL director assessed this email as, “Grammatically correct?  Yes. Pragmatically 
correct?  No, no, no!!” 
In response to final question of how ESL students can improve pragmatics 
knowledge, the ESL director asserted, “I think one of the most important things they need 
to do, as with writing and speaking in general, is to practice pragmatic skills.  Whether it 
is with friends, in courses, or even by carefully watching TV programs, attaining correct 





production/practice”. This assertion is in line with Schmidt’s (1990) argument that 
noticing is a necessary prerequisite for language learning. Ellis (2003) considers noticing 
an important cognitive process that involves paying attention to linguistic form in the 
input learners receive and the output they produce.  This researcher believes that ESL 
students have limited opportunities to have conscious processing of pragmatics’ input and 
also they don’t get any feedback on their pragmatic performance out of classes. Hence, 
inclusion of pragmatics in ESL courses may help them enhance their pragmatic 
competence. The ESL coordinator responded to this question in these words, “Students, 
beyond the course, need to be responsible for their own continued (and I hope life-long) 
learning process. All of the pragmatic skills will require continued effort on the part of 
the learner to achieve continued success”.  These responses show that both administrators 
often confront inappropriate e-mail pragmatics but do not think it is important to include 
pragmatic tasks in an already packed ESL writing curriculum.  
ISSS officers also have mixed observations about e-mail communication with 
international students. The first question for ISSS assistant directors was about frequent 
pragmatic mistakes in email communication. One ISSS officer answered this question as 
follows: “For the most part, international students are quite direct in their communication 
and seem to know what they want when emailing the ISSS office, it is difficult to 
remember such mistakes”. Another officer said, “Some students will ask multipart 
questions in e-mails, which are more appropriately discussed in an appointment. It is not 
always easy to tell when this situation arises. If this is the case, the student will be made 
aware of it and asked to come in for an appointment”. ISSS officers also have mixed 





students. One officer stated he could only remember few cases, whereas another officer 
mentioned many instances of inappropriate e-mail communication where students were 
using commands rather than polite requests.  One of the two officers asserted, “Some 
requests may just be impossible to do if regulations do not permit it and staff will try to 
make sure students understand this in the e-mail, student tend to be a little impolite in 
such situations”. These responses show that ISSS officers have mixed observations about 
the pragmatic appropriateness of e-mail communication with international students. They 
believe students do make pragmatic mistakes in their e-mail communication e.g., many 
students use direct commands and make impossible requests but ISSS officers do not 
remember frequency of such pragmatic mistakes. 
ESL TAs shared a wide range of opinions related to pragmatic needs of ESL 
students at a Midwestern university.  Fourteen of 18 ESL TAs mentioned email 
communication as an important area to be included in the ESL writing curriculum. Many 
TAs mentioned this because email communication is a widely used medium of 
communication on campus, so it is important to sensitize our ESL population about e-
mail pragmatics. The researcher is using pseudonyms for ESL TAs. In the first question 
on the questionnaire TAs were asked to share their opinions about including pragmatic 
tasks along with the diagnostic essay in the first week of ESL writing classes. Betty 
responded, “Frankly, I do not think it is necessary to include Pragmatic tasks along with 
diagnostic essay. The whole curriculum for 501, for instance, is designed to have them 
learn the advanced academic writing skills and most of them only need some practice. 
However, I think it might be useful to include some aspects of pragmatics in lower level 





pragmatic tasks along with the diagnostic essay. Carol, representing this group reported, 
“Yes, extremely helpful. I find my students are lacking in this area- i.e. they do not know 
how to write an email. Also, they express that they want to be taught these things”. TAs 
were asked about whether they teach pragmatics in their ESL classes. In response to 
question 5, TAs mentioned they do not have time to teach any pragmatics as courses are 
already full of other information. Only two TAs reported they teach pragmatics if such 
situations arise in their classes. John said, “Not really. I have taught academic emails 
before, but I rarely find time in the semester to do this. It’s not a topic that you can cover 
for less than a full class if you actually want students to retain the key aspects”. Robert 
reported, “Not specifically, but I’ve considered teaching an email-writing class and may 
do that this semester”. Kim mentioned there is a clear need to include e-mail pragmatics: 
“I noticed that some of my students had no idea of how to write formal e-mails of 
apology or request to their Professors /Instructors. I explained the proper format of such 
letters to those students individually”. 
ESL instructors were asked to share their views about what pragmatic tasks could be 
taught in ESL writing classes. The responses from ESL TAs pertain to general 
observations about pragmatic failure and did not give explicit suggestions for specific 
tasks to improve pragmatic failure in email communication of international students at 
this large Mid-Western university. Ten out of eighteen instructors reported e-mail 
communication- related tasks should be included in an ESL writing curriculum. Karim 
said, “ESL courses at this university focus on academic writing. Consequently, the 
pragmatic requirements that arise as a result of this are narrower. There are two areas that 





Drake reported, “Students frequently communicate with their professors via e-mail and 
have been observed to make pragmatic mistakes frequently, coming from a different 
culture. This may leave a bad impression of their professors, which may negatively affect 
their relationship. Students also frequently work in groups with people from other 
cultures and have had misunderstandings towards each other because of some pragmatic 
mistakes they make when giving feedback”. Debby asked for proper needs analysis to 
confirm whether students need more pragmatics-related instruction in ESL classes or not. 
She also stated, “It depends on the needs of the students. Ideally a needs analysis of 
students taking a class in relation to the purpose of the class should be part of the 
curriculum development. If students demonstrate the need for a boost in pragmatic 
competence, then pragmatics comes into play”. Jenkin reported pragmatic tasks do not fit 
in our syllabus, arguing, “No, I don’t think so, unless we do a pretty serious overhaul of 
the syllabus. The courses seem very tight, i.e., hard to cover everything, as it is. Trying to 
add in a unit or several days of pragmatic writing seems to not fit well. This is the sort of 
information that fits better in an integrated class one that covers a wider pool of 
information”. The majority of ESL TAs appeared to agree that inclusion of a unit on 
pragmatics can help our ESL population, and the researcher also tend to agree with them. 
Even though graduate students at UIUC come from good academic backgrounds, still the 
researcher believes pragmatics should be part of ESL syllabus. If it is difficult to include 
one complete unit then at least may be one lesson on e-mail pragmatics can be handy for 
our graduate ESL students for the improvement of their e-mail communication. 
Twelve TAs reported they experienced pragmatically inappropriate 





two could not recall if it ever happened to them. Robert reported, “Yes, my students often 
tell me too much information. Or request material that can sound like a demand. They 
also cannot properly structure an email. While this is understandable in our classes, other 
teachers may not be so forgiving. Even as an undergrad myself, we were taught how to 
properly structure an email to a professor that was something as native speakers we did 
not even know how to do”. Similarly, Andy argues, “All the time, most students don’t 
realize that they are being demanding or rude with their requests, but this isn’t just 
concerning writing. In person, or by email, students often make inappropriate requests 
that could be offensive to someone who is not an ESL teacher. However, this could be 
covered in a whole separate class”. Becky has a contrasting view: “I have not 
experienced this yet. It could be because I’m older and therefore command more respect, 
but I suspect it’s more because the students are serious about their education and the 
cultures that (most of them) come from place a high degree of importance on education 
and learning”. All above responses illustrate there is need for pragmatics related tasks in 
general and email pragmatics in particular but the ESL curriculum needs some alignment 
to include these skills in already packed syllabi.  
A). ESL Students’ Needs Analysis Results 
 
There were three sections in the ESL student questionnaire. Each section deals 
with specific sociopragmatic situations, including communication with professors, 
communication with peers and finally, general campus-related communication including 
with the ISSS office. Descriptive statistics for three sections are given in the tables 





Table 3.2 depicts descriptive statistics for each sociopragmatic task related to the 
language use needs of ESL students with their professors. The means for all items 
ranging from 1.7 to 2.0 on a scale from 1 to 4, in which ‘1’was very necessary and ‘4’ for 
not at all necessary. Values for standard deviations depict moderately reasonable 
dispersion of scores, and the values for Skewness and Kurtosis are within the acceptable, 
although not ideal, range (i.e. ±2.0). Most of the student participants reported that they 
needed to know more about how to write appropriate e-mails to their professors in 
different academic situations. This task was also mentioned by other stakeholders in 
semi-structured interviews with them; it is important to mention here that e-mail 
communication is not part of syllabi for ESL 500, ESL 501, and ESL 507. 
Table 3.2. Communication with Professors (N=76) 
Variable Mean Std 
Dev 
Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Refusal e-mails 1.7 0.9 1.0 -0.1 1.0 
Appointment e-mails 2.0 1.0 2.0 -0.8 0.5 
Recommendation letter e-mails 1.7 0.8 2.0 0.3 1.0 
Appropriate thank you e-mails 2.0 0.9 2.0 -0.8 0.5 
General e-mail communication 1.9 0.8 2.0 -0.6 0.5 
Polite expression of opinion in class 
discussion 
1.8 0.8 2.0 -0.4 0.6 
Understanding cultural jokes 1.7 0.9 1.5 0.5 1.1 
Understanding implied meanings 1.8 0.9 2.0 -0.7 0.6 
 
Table 3.3 below depicts descriptive statistics for each sociopragmatic task related 
to the language use needs of ESL students with respect to their communication with 
peers. The means for all items ranging from 1.8 to 2.1 on a scale from 1 to 4, in which ‘1’ 





moderately reasonable dispersion of scores ranging from 0.8 to 0.9, and the values for 
Skewness and Kurtosis are within the acceptable, although not ideal, range (i.e. ±2.0). 
Most of the student participants reported they needed to know more about how to 
communicate appropriately with their peers in different academic situations.  
Table 3.3. Communication with Peers 
 
Variable N Mean Std Dev Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Disagreement 76 2.1 0.8 2.0 -0.4 0.4 
Openings and Closings 76 2.1 0.9 2.0 -0.4 0.5 
Compliments 76 2.0 0.9 2.0 0.0 0.7 
Clarification questions 76 2.0 0.9 2.0 -0.1 0.6 
Peer feedback 76 1.8 0.8 2.0 0.0 0.7 
 
Table 3.4. depicts descriptive statistics for each sociopragmatic task related to the 
language use needs of ESL students with respect to on-campus general communication. 
The means for all items range from 1.6 to 2.1 on a scale from 1 to 4, in which ‘1’ was 
very necessary and ‘4’ was not at all necessary. Values for standard deviations depict 
moderately reasonable dispersion of scores, and the values for Skewness and Kurtosis are 
within acceptable, although not ideal, range (i.e. ±2.0). Most of the student participants 
reported that they needed to know more about how to communicate effectively in 
general-on campus different academic situations. The task of how to write an appropriate 
cover letter/ CV received the highest mean (at 1.6), and is a topic that was also mentioned 








Table 3.4. General on Campus Communication (N=76) 
Variable Mean Std. Dev. Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Appropriate peer’s refusals 2.1 1.0 2.0 -0.7 0.5 
Appropriate communication with ISSS office  2.0 1.0 2.0 -0.6 0.6 
Appropriate apologies 1.9 0.9 2.0 -0.4 0.7 
Appropriate cover letter/CV 1.6 0.8 1.0 1.2 1.3 
Understanding implied meanings 1.9 0.8 2.0 0.1 0.7 
Appropriate cross cultural communication 1.7 0.8 2.0 0.5 0.9 
 
The above tables 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4 illustrated that ESL students perceive pragmatic 
tasks related to email communication with professors, peers, and that general on-campus 
communication as an important part of language use, and something that students want to 
know more about. The mean, standard deviation, median, kurtosis and skewness of 
different variables related to the language use in academic settings were calculated to 
explain trends in student perceptions.  
3.3.4. Test Description 
 
The present study operationalized the construct of pragmatic knowledge in the 
light of Purpura’s (2004) model of communicative language ability. This model was 
selected as it covers the shortcomings of previous models (Canale & Swain, 1980, 1983: 
Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer 1996) by offering more comprehensive components 
of pragmatic knowledge including sociocultural appropriateness, sociolinguistic 
appropriateness, psychological appropriateness (for detailed discussion of these 
components refer to Appendix K). Purpura’s (2004) model of communicative language 
ability includes grammatical as well as pragmatic aspects of language use. Purpura 
(2012) claims, “communication at any level of L2 proficiency involves the use of 





propositions (ideas, information, beliefs, intentions) and a host of implied meanings” 
(p.2).  He further suggests that most of these implied meanings rely on the social distance 
between the interlocutors, their affective dispositions and their identities in the social and 
cultural context of communication.  Purpura (2004) asserts pragmatic meaning 
“embodies a host of implied meanings that derive from context relating to the 
interpersonal relationship of the interlocutors, their emotional and attitudinal stances, 
their propositions about what is known, the sociocultural setting of the interaction and 
participation of an interlocutor during talk-in-interaction” (p.262).   
 
Figure 3.2. Three dimensions of language knowledge (adapted from Purpura, 2004). 
 
This model given in Figure 3.2 illustrates that pragmatic meanings are an 
important component of three essential dimensions of language knowledge, as proposed 
by Purpura (2004).  The first part of Figure 3.2 shows grammatical knowledge, which is 






component in his model includes pragmatic meanings. This part deals with competence 
to convey and comprehend sociolinguistic (politeness, formality, and markers of social 
identity), sociocultural (collocations, cultural norms, references), contextual, and 
psychological (affect, stance, and attitude) meanings. Purpura’s model suggests that the 
primary purpose of pragmatic meaning is to convey and comprehend through “implied 
layers of meaning which are often not derived solely from the meanings of the words 
arranged in syntax. These implied meanings are intrinsically linked to how the utterance 
relates to the context of the situation” (P.74). This argues for language tests that assess a 
full range of semantic as well as pragmatic meanings.  
The pragmatics test reported here consisted of four academic emails (pertaining to 
academic settings) role-play tasks in which test takers communicated with their test-
taking partners through email role plays. Both partners were given clear instructions for 
participation, along with their respective roles and situations. Test takers were also asked 
to assume a specific role, according to four situations within the tasks, in order to perform 
a communicative goal (e.g., convince their class fellows to lend them class-notes before a 
final exam) through a multi-turn email exchange. Furthermore, test takers were provided 
with information about sociocultural, sociolinguistic and psychological dimensions of the 
situation (e.g., the relationship between the tests partner, and background information 
related to situation in the four tasks). Different contextual cues were included in the task 
directions (see Appendix B), and sociolinguistic factors were embedded in terms of 
power (P), degree of imposition (R), and social distance (D) (Brown and Levinson, 1987: 
Farhady, 1983; Hudson, et al., 1992, 1995). All four tasks were designed  to have an 





Task 4), unequal power distribution (i.e., + for Task 1, Task 2, Task 3, and – for Task 4), 
sociocultural aspects were vividly depicted in different situations and psychological 
meanings were elicited by asking test takers specifically to convey their sentiments to 
each other (e.g., make sure your professor knows that you are terribly anxious about your 
grade for this exam). These tasks were designed to elicit extended communication 
between test takers. In order to achieve several email exchanges there was high reactivity 
(Bachman & Palmer, 1996) in themes for all four tasks. Bachman and Palmer argue that 
reactivity in tasks allows the test taker to, “receive feedback on the relevance and 
correctness of the response and the response in turn affects the input that is subsequently 
provided by the interlocutor” (p.55). This approach was adopted to address the concern of 
Roever (2011), namely that “learners’ ability to produce an extended monologic and 
dialogic discourse is a missing component in existing assessment” (p.463).  All tasks 
were designed to reflect authentic real-life academic situations and were similar to those 
that have been discussed in previous literature in language assessment research (Hudson, 
Detmer, & Brown, 1992, 1995; Yamashita, 1996, 2008; Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 
1996; Korsko, 2004; Grabowski, 2009). Degree of imposition was not varied in the tasks 
as it was expected that several email interchanges will allow each situation to develop in 
different ways with varied degrees of imposition, which may be realized in a number of 
ways by participants’ multi-turn email communication. 
Tasks were developed by following Davidson and Lynch’s (2002) framework that 
focuses on an assessment “mandate,” which is a “combination of forces which help to 
decide what will be tested and to shape the actual content of the test” (p.77) and test 





is a “generative blueprint or design document for a test” (p.377). Test spec theory helps 
to ameliorate the usual practice of creating tasks by ignoring theoretical implications of 
curriculum or different language proficiency models in the absence of a concrete 
curriculum (in case of our ESL writing courses at UIUC); such tasks may have less 
evidence of Messick’s (1996) construct validity as they may not assess the same intended 
language skill. There have been different models of test specification in the language 
assessment literature (e.g., Popham, 1978; Hughes, 1989; Alderson et al., 1995; Bachman 
and Palmer, 1996). The present study has followed Popham’s test specification model as 
adapted by Davidson and Lynch (2002), which is composed of five main components: 
general description, prompt attributes, response attributes, sample items section and a 
supplement section of waiting room (Please see Appendix K) between test specification 
and validity with the help of the figure given below: 
 
Figure 3.3. Test specifications for enhancing test validity. It describes how iterative 
feedback results in changes in test specs and enhancement of validity of test.  (source 





Iterative feedback from different stakeholders helped to improve tasks by 
including reciprocal features in the tasks. Following Li (2006), an “audit” of the various 
versions of the specs influenced the original decision of asking ESL students to just write 
four e-mails, to a refined option of putting them in e-mail pairs instead. According to 
McNamara (1996), language use context is dynamic, negotiated, and co-constructed, so, 
in order to capture pragmatic meanings, reciprocal tasks were used to capture context 
through e-mail communication. Tasks were piloted twice, with both native and non-
native students of the MA-TESL program at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. Most of these participants were ESL TAs in the Department of Linguistics. 
Test takers provided feedback to improve task directions as well as to include more 
situational details for tasks. In the second pilot, participants agreed that tasks are 
authentic; some participants mentioned that they come across such situations in their 
academic stay in the US.  Ultimately, four tasks were selected on four different topics.    
Task 1 involved email communication between a student and an ISSS representative in 
relation to wastage of time due to inappropriate cue and call system in the ISSS office. 
Task 2 involved email communication between student and professor regarding a noisy 
office situation. Task 3 concerned email communication between student and professor in 
relation to a recent bad grade in exam. Task 4 involved email communication between 
two class- mates regarding borrowing class notes before a final exam the next day. All 
four tasks were based on real-life academic situations at UIUC. 
3.3.5. Scoring Rubric 
In order to score the test data, an analytical rubric was developed by following 





of five constructs of communicative language ability including sociolinguistic 
appropriateness, sociocultural appropriateness, psychological appropriateness, use of 
polite formulaic expressions, and grammatical accuracy.  These constructs were taken 
from Purpura’s (2004) model of communicative language ability, as this model appears 
to be more comprehensive in defining constructs of pragmatic ability (See Appendix K 
for details on selected constructs). According to Purpura (2004), language users receive 
help from grammatical resources to convey pragmatic meaning.  Bardovi-Harlig (1999) 
stated that highly developed grammatical proficiency does not ensure the same 
proficiency of pragmatic knowledge; this notion prompted the researcher to include 
grammatical accuracy as one of performance indicator in the final version of the rubric. 
Inclusion of grammatical accuracy has added an interesting dimension to this study.  The 
use of polite formulaic expression was included in the final rubric as formulaic 
expressions are considered as an important area of research in second language 
pragmatics (Roever, 1996, 2011; Bardovi-Harlig, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2011; House, 1996). 
According to Yamashita (2008) learner benefits from learning formulaic expressions in a 
target language as they, “provide speech with a natural and proficient flavor, and often 
such routine expressions such as, ‘please speak slowly’ help solve learners’ recurrent 
communication problems” (p.212). Roever (2011) stated, “recognition and production of 
routine formulae (is an area) where a great deal of groundwork has been done, and which 
second language speakers arguably need to control” (p.10). Each variable was rated on a 
three-point scale, ranging from 1 being ‘inadequate pragmatic use’ (severely weak 





pragmatic use’ (such a response therefore does not need any further improvement). Each 
level has a complete description in the detailed rubric (see Appendix A for rubric).     
3.3.6. Test Administration and Data Collection Procedures 
After filling in the online questionnaire for the needs analysis phase participants 
were paired with a suitable partner on the basis of background information provided in 
their survey responses. ESL 507, ESL 501 and ESL 500 students were paired with their 
respective test partners in the same ESL level. All participants provided their preferred 
email addresses during needs analysis. They were assigned roles as Person A or Person 
B. Person A was responsible for writing the first email on all four tasks; Person B 
responded to the first email and then Person A moved from task to task until they finished 
all four tasks (see Appendix C for tasks for person A and Appendix D for person B). Task 
directions along with email address of respective test partners were sent through e-mail. 
Test takers were asked to complete all four tasks in 72 hours. Test takers were 
encouraged to contact the researcher via e-mail or phone in case of any confusion 
regarding their roles or task directions. They were encouraged to keep on responding to 
each other until they reached a natural conclusion in their e-mail communication. Person 
A and Person B were not aware of each other’s roles and situations; both were asked to 
Carbon Copy (CC) the researcher on all email communication for this research. Email 
data was collected through interactive email role-plays among 26 pairs, as 12 pairs were 
excluded for not completing all four tasks. There was great diversity in email exchanges, 
ranging from four to eight turns. Most participants concluded their email communication 





After collecting all e-mail data, an assessment booklet was created. Names and e-
mail addresses were removed and these data were handed over to two experienced raters 
who were hired from the Department of Linguistics. Both raters had 2-4 years of ESL 
teaching experience, and had taken at least one graduate level course in language 
assessment and one in general pragmatics. Both raters were trained by using a training 
packet adapted from Hudson et al., (1995); they were simulated to a rubric as they were 
asked to read and discuss scales with the researcher, practice rating data from different 
language ability levels, and finally, discuss the ratings and how they applied the rubric to 
their ratings. Both raters were specifically asked to take off their ESL lecturer or TA hats, 
as either role might make them more accommodating to pragmatic failures of the ESL 
student population. Raters were debriefed about any inconsistencies in their ratings for all 
four tasks. An Excel spreadsheet (see Appendix L) was created for the specific purpose 
of avoiding confusion in entering rating data. The two raters rated email responses on a 
scale from 1 to 3, with 1 indicating a weak response, 2 indicating an adequate response 
with few mistakes and 3 indicating a good response with almost perfect scores in all five 
performance indicators discussed in scoring rubric.  If a rater disagreed by more than one 
point, then a third native speaking rater was consulted to settle any such discrepancies in 
their ratings.  
3.3.7. Data Analysis Procedures 
Statistical analyses were performed on email data collected from 52 non-native 
speakers of the English language. All ratings were entered in an EXCEL spreadsheet, and 
SAS 9.3 was used to analyze the data for a central tendency and dispersion through mean, 





3.4. Results and Discussion 
3.4.1. Results 
 
The following tables show scores for four tasks. Table 3.5 depicts descriptive 
statistics for Task 1 about the ISSS office visit of a student. The overall mean for Task 1 
is 2.65, the standard deviation is 0.53, and Kurtosis and Skewness is within an acceptable 
range of (i.e. generally ±2.0). The means of five components of pragmatic knowledge 
ranged from 2.30 for sociocultural appropriateness to 2.78 for grammatical accuracy, and 
the standard deviation ranged from 0.44 for grammatical accuracy to 0.59 for 
sociocultural appropriateness. These results illustrate that Task 1 was easy for test takers, 
it may be inferred that graduate ESL students at UIUC come from a strong academic 
background and were quite familiar with the context given in Task 1.         
Table 3.5. Descriptive Statistics for Task 1 ISSS Office Visit (N=52) 
Variable Mean SD Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Overall 2.65 0.53 3 0.20 -1.12 
PE 2.77 0.49 3 3.47 -2.03 
SL 2.69 0.46 3 -1.31 -0.85 
GA 2.78 0.44 3 1.85 -1.71 
SC 2.30 0.59 2 -0.57 -0.18 
PA 2.69 0.50 3 0.66 -1.30 
Table 3.6 depicts descriptive statistics for Task 2, about the noisy office situation of a 
student, where PE refers to polite formulaic expressions, SL refers to sociolinguistic 
appropriateness, GA refers to grammatical accuracy, SC refers to sociocultural 
appropriateness and PA refers to psychological appropriateness. The overall mean for 
Task 2 is 2.69, the standard deviation is 0.50, and Kurtosis and Skewness is within an 
acceptable range of (i.e. ±2.0). The means of five components of pragmatic knowledge 





appropriateness, standard deviation ranged from 0.38 for sociolinguistic appropriateness 
to 0.59 for sociocultural appropriateness. The Kurtosis and Skewness are also within an 
acceptable range of ±2.0. These results illustrate that Task 2 was also easy for test takers 
as their individual means for five pragmatic components as well as overall means are 
higher than 2.50. 
Table 3.6. Descriptive Statistics for Task 2-Noisy Office Situation (N=52) 
Variable Mean Std Dev Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Overall 2.69 0.50 3 0.59 -1.29 
PE 2.71 0.48 3 0.17 -1.22 
SL 2.83 0.38 3 1.10 -1.75 
GA 2.68 0.53 3 1.02 -1.39 
SC 2.51 0.59 3 -0.38 -0.76 
PA 2.73 0.47 3 0.54 -1.34 
Table 3.7 depicts descriptive statistics for Task 3, about a grade review situation 
between a student and a professor. The overall mean for Task 3 is 2.48, the standard 
deviation is 0.69, and Kurtosis and Skewness is within an acceptable range of (i.e. ±2.0). 
The means of five components of pragmatic knowledge ranged from 2.23 for 
sociocultural appropriateness to 2.75 for psychological appropriateness. The standard 
deviation ranged from 0.46 for psychological appropriateness to 0.83 for sociolinguistic 
appropriateness. These results illustrate that Task 3 is relatively difficult as compared to 
the means of Task 1 and Task 2. Test takers scored high on grammatical accuracy but 
scored low on sociocultural and sociolinguistic appropriateness for Task 3.  
Table 3.7. Descriptive Statistics for Task 3-Grading Issue (N=52) 
Variable Mean  SD Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Overall 2.48 0.69 3 -0.36 -0.94 
PE 2.31 0.76 2 -1.05 -0.59 
SL 2.37 0.83 3 -1.09 -0.77 
GA 2.72 0.47 3 0.35 -1.28 
SC 2.23 0.67 2 -0.78 -0.31 





Table 3.8 depicts descriptive statistics for Task 4 about borrowing class-notes 
before a final exam. The overall mean for Task 4 is 2.44, the standard deviation is 0.67, 
and Kurtosis and Skewness is within an acceptable range of (i.e. ±2.0). The means of five 
components of pragmatic knowledge ranged from 2.19 for sociocultural appropriateness 
to 2.82 for grammatical accuracy. The standard deviation ranged from 0.44 for 
grammatical accuracy to 0.75 for polite formulaic expressions. The Kurtosis and 
Skewness are also within an acceptable range of ±2.0, except for grammatical accuracy, 
which has high value of 5.10, demonstrating that test takers scores are high for 
grammatical accuracy as compared to other performance indicators in the scoring rubric. 
These results show that Task 4 is relatively more difficult as compared to Task 1, Task 2, 
and Task 3. In the light of task difficulty typology Task 4 was considered to be an easier 
task, and it was expected that test takers will score high on this task, but surprisingly test 
takers have low scores on this task.  
Table 3.8. Descriptive Statistics for Task 4-Borrowing Class Notes (N=52) 
Variable Mean SD Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Overall 2.44 0.67 3 -0.52 -0.79 
PE 2.22 0.75 2 -1.12 -0.39 
SL 2.32 0.74 2 -0.96 -0.59 
GA 2.82 0.44 3 5.10 -2.36 
SC 2.19 0.59 2 -0.33 -0.08 
PA 2.63 0.58 3 0.80 -1.33 
Table 3.9 depicts descriptive statistics for ESL 500, ESL 501 and ESL 507 for all 
tasks. The overall mean for ESL 507 is 2.77, the standard deviation is 0.45, and Kurtosis 
and Skewness is within an acceptable range (i.e. ±2.0). The overall mean of five 
components of pragmatic knowledge for ESL 501 is 2.58 and finally, for the ESL 500 





respectively. The means indicate that three groups have high scores and there are only 
fractional differences among these three groups. The last mean of 2.43 (being the lowest) 
for ESL 500 shows that there is some agreement between English placement test (EPT) 
scores and pragmatic competence of test takers, even though pragmatic knowledge is not 
part of the EPT at this large Mid-Western university. 
Table 3.9. Descriptive Statistics for Different Ability Groups for all Tasks (N=52) 
Analysis Variable: Overall Scores for Different Ability Groups 
ESL Level Mean Std Dev Median Kurtosis Skewness 
507 2.77 0.45 3.00 1.70 -1.65 
501 2.58 0.59 3.00 0.14 -1.07 
500 2.43 0.68 3.00 -0.56 -0.78 
 
Table 3.10 depicts descriptive statistics for ESL 507 for four tasks. The overall 
mean for ESL 507 is 2.77, the standard deviation is 0.45, and Kurtosis and Skewness is 
within an acceptable range (i.e. ±2.0). The overall mean of five components of pragmatic 
knowledge for ESL 507 group is 2.77. The Kurtosis and Skewness for this group are also 
within an acceptable range of ±2.0. The overall means of four tasks range from 2.71 for 
Task 3 to 2.83 for Task 2. Table 10 indicates that ESL 507 students have high scores on 
all tasks, and there are only fractional differences among different tasks. The last mean of 
2.71, for ESL 507, shows that there is some correlation between task difficulty typology 
and assessment scores of test takers. Task 4 was assumed to be easy when compared to 
other tasks involving high social distance, more power differences, and relative degree of 
imposition. Overall, the ESL 507 group had lower scores of 2.73 on Task 4 when 
compared to 2.83 for Task 2, which involved e-mail communications between a professor 





qualified international students are accepted into the MATESL program at a large Mid-
Western university. This group also has practical language teaching experience in the 
past, which may have influenced their performance on these tasks. 
 
Table 3.10. Descriptive Statistics for the ESL 507 Group (MATESL) for all Tasks (N=10) 
Analysis Variable: ESL 507-Four Tasks 
Tasks Mean Std Dev Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Overall 2.77 0.45 3.00 1.70 -1.65 
1 2.79 0.41 3.00 0.09 -1.45 
2 2.83 0.38 3.00 1.21 -1.78 
3 2.71 0.54 3.00 2.06 -1.71 
4 2.73 0.47 3.00 0.58 -1.35 
Table 3.11 depicts descriptive statistics for ESL 501 for four tasks. The overall 
mean for ESL 501 is 2.58, the standard deviation is 0.59, and Kurtosis and Skewness is 
within an acceptable range (i.e. ±2.0). The overall means of the four tasks range from 
2.45, for Task 3 to 2.72 for Task 2, table 12 indicates that ESL 501 students have high 
scores on all tasks and there are only fractional differences among different tasks. The 
lowest mean of 2.45, for Task 3, shows that there is some agreement between the 
predicted task difficulty typology and test scores of test takers. Task 4 was assumed to be 
relatively easy when compared to other tasks involving high social distance, more power 
differences and relative degree of imposition. Overall, the ESL 501 group had lower 
scores of 2.53 on Task 4, which involved communication between two good friends and 
classmates, as compared to 2.72 for Task 2, which involved email communication 
between a professor and a student. The overall high scores can be justified if we consider 





programs at a large Mid-Western University. This group has already taken ESL 500 or 
was exempted from it based on their EPT scores. In other words, this group has higher 
English language writing proficiency.  
 
Table 3.11. Descriptive Statistics for ESL 501 Group for all Tasks (N=24) 
Analysis Variable: ESL 501-Four Tasks 
Tasks Mean Std Dev Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Overall 2.58 0.59 3.00 0.14 -1.07 
1 2.62 0.55 3.00 0.16 -1.08 
2 2.72 0.47 3.00 0.15 -1.24 
3 2.45 0.69 3.00 -0.49 -0.86 
4 2.53 0.59 3.00 -0.24 -0.86 
 
Table 3.12 depicts descriptive statistics for ESL 500 for four tasks. The overall 
mean for ESL 500 is 2.43, the standard deviation is 0.68, and Kurtosis and Skewness is 
within an acceptable range (i.e. ±2.0).  The overall means of four tasks range from 2.18 
for Task 4 to 2.63 for Task 1. Table 13 indicates that ESL 500 students have higher 
scores on the first two tasks and comparatively lower scores on the last two tasks. The 
lowest mean of 2.18 on Task 4 shows that there is weak correlation between task 
difficulty typology and assessment scores of test takers. Task 4 was assumed to be 
relatively easy when compared to other tasks involving high social distance, more power 
differences, and a relatively high degree of imposition. Overall, the ESL 500 group had 
the lowest scores of 2.18 on Task 4 as compared to 2.38 for Task 3, which involved email 
communications between a professor and a student with regard to a grading issue on a 
recent exam. The overall high scores can be justified if we consider that only highly 





Mid-Western university. This group has the lowest scores on their English placement test 
and is required to take both ESL 500 and ESL 501 to fulfill English language proficiency 
requirements at a larger Mid-Western University. 
 
Table 3.12. Descriptive Statistics for the ESL 500 Group for all Tasks (N=18) 
Analysis Variable: ESL 500-Four Tasks 
Tasks Mean Std Dev Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Overall 2.43 0.68 3.00 -0.56 -0.78 
1 2.63 0.55 3.00 0.20 -1.10 
2 2.57 0.59 3.00 0.05 -1.02 
3 2.38 0.74 3.00 -0.81 -0.75 
4 2.18 0.76 2.00 -1.20 -0.30 
 
3.4.2. Inter-rater reliability  
 
Yamashita (2008) argued that elicited data from role play tests should be 
evaluated by experienced raters. Following this call, two experienced native English 
speaking raters rated the email data, and assigned scores using an analytical scoring 
rubric. In order to investigate the question of whether the raters consistently assigned 
scores for different components of pragmatic knowledge, inter-rater reliability was 
calculated by using the Kappa coefficient for the entire test. Inter-rater reliability was 
moderately high at .85, which indicates that the two raters were generally consistent in 
their assignment of scores across five pragmatic performance indicators given in the 
scoring rubric. It is significant to note that inter-rater reliability for the average scores for 
each pragmatic component, ranged from highest .93 for grammatical accuracy, use of 
polite formulaic expressions .92, sociocultural appropriateness .87, sociolinguistic 






Table 3.13. Kappa Coefficient for Inter-rater Reliability (N=52) 
Pragmatic Knowledge Components Inter-rater Reliability 
Use of Polite Formulaic Expression 0.92 
Sociocultural Appropriateness 0.87 
Sociolinguistic Appropriateness 0.88 
Psychological Appropriateness 0.53 
Grammatical Accuracy 0.93 
Total (No. of variables=5) 0.85 
 
3.4.3. Discussion and Conclusions 
 
Assessment of second language pragmatic knowledge is an understudied area of 
pragmatics in general and second language pragmatics testing (SLPT) in particular. SLPT 
is considered one of the most challenging fields in language assessment, as pragmatic 
expectations are highly culture- and context-specific (Liu, 2007). Tests or subtests of 
pragmatic knowledge are few and far between in high stakes testing (TOEFL, IELTS, 
TOEIC, etc.,) as well as in most of the English as a Second Language (ESL) programs, 
including the ESL program at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). 
Some researchers have attempted to assess pragmatic knowledge, but they followed a 
speech act framework often criticized for pragmatic construct under-representation 
(Yamashita, 2008; Grabowski, 2009; Roever, 2011; Yuon, 2014). Computer-mediated 
communication (CMC) is one of the latest approaches in second language assessment; 
however, use of CMC has been conspicuously absent from the majority of studies 
conducted to assess second language pragmatics.  As a modest contribution to the general 
understanding of SLPT, and in particular to provide comprehensive construct 
representative assessment model, the current study combines second language pragmatics 





international students at a large Midwestern university. The present study used Purpura’s 
(2004) framework of communicative language ability for developing communicative 
email-based role-play tasks to assess test takers’ pragmatic ability with regard to 
sociolinguistic, sociocultural, and psychological meaning, as well as the use of polite 
formulaic expressions, and grammatical accuracy.  
A detailed needs analysis was conducted to confirm the pragmatic needs of the ESL 
writing courses. The results of the needs analysis show that all stakeholders consider 
email pragmatics an important area for the curricula of ESL writing courses at UIUC. 
However, ESL administrators have shown their reservation for its inclusion in current 
ESL curricula, as the current ESL curricula are already packed with other important 
aspects of second language writing skills. The ESL students who participated in the needs 
analysis consider effective email communication as an important tool for their academic 
communication.  
Different components of pragmatic knowledge, as provided in Purpura’s (2004) 
model of communicative language ability, were operationalized in four paired, 
contextually rich computer-mediated role play tasks. These tasks were developed by 
following Davidson and Lynch’s (2002) test specification approach, and an iterative 
consensus feedback-based procedure was followed in the process of test development. 
Based on the results discussed above, it can be concluded that email-based role play tasks 
may be used for assessment of pragmatics knowledge. It appears from elicited data 
accumulated from the present study that e-mail interactions resulted in extended 
communication between two test partners. On average, there were four inter-changes of 





investigate the test taker’s ability to produce pragmatically appropriate extended, 
responsive discourse, and addressing Roever’s (2011) call for integration of extended 
discourses tasks in second language pragmatic assessment.  All four tasks worked well 
for three different proficiency groups proving that English language proficiency 
influenced test takers’ performance in four tasks. The scores of three proficiency groups 
on computer mediated communicative tasks increase with an increase in their general 
English writing proficiency levels. ESL 507 group scored higher than ESL 501 followed 
by ESL 500.   
Two native English-speaking raters rated e-mail communication data, and scores 
were analyzed for different ability groups. Inter-rater reliability was moderately high at 
.85, demonstrating that two raters were consistent in the assignment of scores for 
different pragmatic components operationalized in this study. The inter-rater consistency 
was being really high for grammatical accuracy (0.93) and the use of polite formulaic 
expressions (0.91); a finding which may be due to raters’ experience of rating these 
components of pragmatic ability on a regular basis. The inter-rater reliability was being 
the lowest (0.53) for psychological appropriateness; this lower inter-rater reliability 
shows that psychological appropriateness appears to have been problematic for the raters 
in this study. Deploying psychological ability in written communication in general and 
email communication in particular is very much under-researched and more research is 
needed to confirm it as an element of a scoring rubric for pragmatics.  
The results also show that different ability groups scored moderately high to 
really high in all four tasks and there was some agreement between the hypothesized task 





study. However, the performance of the ESL 500 group was not aligned with the 
predicted task difficulty typology developed for this research. This group has the lowest 
scores on a relatively easier Task 4 which may be due to overall low proficiency of ESL 
500 level test takers.  The task difficulty typology was based on (Brown and Levinson 
(1987) P/D/I variables as well as stakes of achieving communicative goal e.g., getting a 
higher grade.  Considering this typology as given in the table 1, Task 4 was assumed to 
be relatively an easier task. It was expected that test takers will score high on this task, 
but surprisingly test takers from ESL 500 group have low scores on this task.  
Consequently, the researcher think that social variables presented in the hypothesized 
task difficulty typology appears to influence pragmatic choices of test takers but by no 
means are the most decisive factors at all times. These results only allow crafting of a 
partial typology which is limited in scope to make judgments of pragmatic tasks’ 
difficulty. The development of pragmatic tasks’ difficulty typology is actually a very 
large, complicated, and underexplored issue in the language testing literature (Roever, 
2013 personal communication). This may be a good potential topic for future studies on 
the instruction as well as assessment of L2 pragmatics. 
3.4.4. Limitations 
 
There are some limitations associated with the research methods used in this 
study. These limitations may affect the validity of scores and results deduced from it. The 
first and largest limitation of this research was finding ESL students at the same relative 
language ability level. Attempts were made to pair students from the same ESL level, and 
only advanced graduate students were assessed, but an analysis of how one partner 





(Roever, 2011; Grabowski, 2009, Purpura, 2004, Bachman and Palmer, 1996) has argued 
that tasks involving two language users have an advantage of authentic representation of 
interaction to elicit extended discourse, some researchers (Brown, 2003; McNamara, 
1997) have doubted the fairness of rating test data that is co-constructed by test pairs.  
The present study relied on course placement, itself derived from UIUC’s English 
Placement Test (EPT) scores, rather than conducting separate proficiency tests for 
participants, that may have influenced one test takers’ scores due to the possible low 
language ability of his/her partner. A separate proficiency test may also have helped to 
measure students who did not commence their ESL courses immediately on completion 
of the EPT and/or who skipped a semester while finishing the ESL course sequence. 
While UIUC has regulations and procedures in place to mandate timely and sequential 
progress through the ESL courses, that is not always the case.  
There is also clearly a need to conduct additional research on task characteristics 
and their influence on the performance of test takers. There was no prior research on what 
task types are more suitable for the assessment of pragmatics, so hypothesized task 
difficulty typology developed in this study may have its shortcomings. It is clear from 
results that task difficulty varied among three groups of test takers but in some cases it 
contradicts assumed task difficulty (e.g., in the case of the ESL 500 group, their 
performance on Task 4 was unpredictable).  
 In order to compare the performance of the three ability groups it was important 
to have equal participants from each level, something that was effectively impossible, 
keeping in mind enrollment dynamics found in different ESL classes. There may have 





every effort was made to hire experienced raters for rating email role play data, it also is 
true that they were rating pragmatic data (pragmatic knowledge components i.e., 
sociocultural appropriateness, psychological appropriateness, sociolinguistic 
appropriateness) for the first time, which may have had some undesired effect on their 
ratings.  
There was low inter-rater reliability (0.53) for psychological appropriateness, this 
pragmatic component of Purpura’s (2004) model of language ability seems to have been 
problematic for the two raters, and future studies may explore this component in detail 
for better inter-rater reliability results.      
3.4.5. Suggestions for future research  
 
In a nutshell, this study has many implications for teaching and assessing 
pragmatics competence, and more studies should be pursued to fill in the gap in this 
undeveloped research in the field of second language pragmatic assessment. There is 
need to conduct more research on pragmatic proficiency of non-native English speaking 
teachers. In the present study, the ESL 507 group (non-native English speaking teachers) 
scored slightly higher than the ESL 501, group of non-native graduate students at UIUC.  
It would be interesting to confirm results if this study is replicated in different settings 
and for different ESL student population. The present study may be replicated for other 
languages. Future studies may look for some other tools of computer mediated 
communication, as email communication may not represent all facets of real- life 
communication. Future studies should integrate an EFL population as results of current 
study show that tasks were easy for the ESL student population at UIUC. Integration of 





influence on the performance of test takers.  The majority of the second language 
pragmatic testing studies have been carried out on the assessment of speech acts (Roever, 
2011). Many of them are on ‘requests’, ‘refusal’, ‘apology’, ‘compliments’, ‘accepting or 
rejecting offers’, agreement/disagreement etc., and there are few studies on other areas 
e.g., conversational implicature, conventional implicature, use of conventional 
expressions and so on. Thus, in prospective studies, more heed should be paid to how to 





















Cyber-politeness: Request Strategies in Interactive Email 
Communication 
4.1. Introduction and Motivation 
Good command of email text is an important skill to succeed in the global work- 
place. Email communication has become part and parcel of corporate communication. 
According to Skovholt and Svennevig (2013), email is the central communication tool in 
which workers and business partners build and maintain professional and interpersonal 
relations. There is an unprecedented increase in the popularity of email communication 
specifically in business and academic settings. This trend was noticed quite some time 
ago as Crystal (2001) states that email communication has become an important medium 
for institutional communication due to its less intrusive nature and high transmission 
speed when compared to some alternate means of traditional communication. Worrels 
(2002) stated that in academic settings email assumes more functions, and that in addition 
to general communication it is used for the delivery of materials and for course 
management. For instance, in an academic context, students and professors contact each 
other using this medium, as well as professors and publishers, who also communicate a 
lot through this medium. Email attachments offer convenient tools to exchange 
publications, and increasingly to apply for jobs. Furthermore, the email distribution lists 
commonly known as Listservs are useful for different academic communities (e.g., the 
LTEST-L listserv spreads useful information related to the language testing community 





politeness/impoliteness of second language users through this popular medium of 
academic communication is a relevant endeavor.    
In the last decades there have been many studies on general email interactions 
(Barron, 2003; Crystal, 2001; Biesenbach-Lucas, 2006) and on email pragmatics, 
including ESL student-faculty interaction (Hartford and Bardovi-Harlig, 1996; 
Biesenbach-Lucas, 2007; Chen, 2006; Bloch 2002; Economidou-Kogetsidis, 2011; Zhu, 
2012). These studies are relevant to the present research as most of them have 
investigated student-faculty interaction and how students write emails to fellow students 
as well as to authority figures in academic settings. The earliest study, by Hartford and 
Bardovi-Harlig (1996) confirmed pragmatic infelicities caused by inappropriate and 
insufficient mitigation, more emphasis on personal needs, lack of acknowledgement of 
faculty members’ time pressures, and status-incongruent language use in non-native 
students’ email communication. Furthermore, this study concludes that students’ email 
messages “reflect an apparent overestimation on the part of the student of the faculty 
member’s level of obligation to comply” (p. 58), and “requests which do not employ 
sufficient mitigation or fail to address the precarious balance of the faculty as institution 
vs. the faculty as (over-worked) fellow humans risk negative evaluation” (p.67). The 
researchers also concluded that pragmatic infelicities/inappropriateness in student emails 
can affect how faculty perceive students. It has been shown in the large-scale needs 
analysis (presented in Chapter 2) that pragmatic infelicities/inappropriateness in student 
emails can affect how faculty perceive students.  
Previous research on email requests sent to faculty by Non-Native Speakers 





Lucas (2007) found no main differences in the email-based use of direct (e.g., 
imperatives, “please extend the due date”; want statements, “I want to set up a meeting 
with you”, etc.) and indirect strategies (e.g. query-preparatory, “Could I meet with you 
next Tuesday?”) between NSs and NNSs. Both groups showed a preference for direct 
requests in low-imposition petitions, and for conventional indirectness in high-imposition 
requests. On the other hand, in her analysis of email requests sent by Greek Cypriot 
students to faculty in L2 English, Economidou-Kogetsidis (2011) found that NNS 
students’ emails were characterized by significant directness, mainly because of the 
absence of lexical/phrasal downgraders – e.g., the politeness marker “please” – an 
omission of greetings and closings, and inappropriate or unacceptable forms of address – 
e.g., the employment of an incorrect academic title: ‘Mrs.’ instead of ‘Dr.’. Chang and 
Hsu (1998) obtained similar results when they examined requests in English from 
Chinese students (L2 English) and U.S. students (L1 English). Whereas the latter 
preferred to use query-preparatory strategies, the former employed direct strategies. 
Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) discusses differences in native English speakers and 
nonnative English speakers writing emails to faculty members at a university, focusing 
on politeness in these asymmetrical interactions. It is noted that there is a distinct lack of 
appropriate models for email, as well as a degree of uncertainty about email etiquette, as 
this form of writing was rarely taught then. In the results of the study, it was found that 
native English speakers frequently used both direct and indirect strategies with syntactic 
mitigators in low-imposition requests for an appointment, mostly direct strategies when 
requesting feedback, and almost exclusively, conventionally indirect strategies in very 





making face-threatening requests. By comparison, nonnative English speakers used direct 
strategies much less frequently when requesting feedback and employed more lexical 
mitigators (particularly “please”), although they showed a similar strategy in requesting 
appointments or extensions on assignments. Biesenbach-Lucas suggests that the 
significant differences between native speaker and nonnative speaker requests for 
feedback are related to the nonnative speakers’ discomfort with using email for this type 
of request. 
Similarly, Pan (2012), in a dissertation study, compared the institutional emails of 
American English speakers with those of Hong Kong Chinese and mainland Chinese 
learners of English. Similar to Biesenbach-Lucas (2007), the American English speakers 
were found to use the impersonal request perspective much more frequently than either 
group of L1 Chinese speakers, and the Hong Kong Chinese group showed a greater 
tendency toward the hearer perspective demonstrated above. Again, most of the requests 
used the query preparatory strategy across all groups, with indirect strategies being used 
more frequently than direct strategies. Pan also notes that the native English speakers 
included more requests in each email than either group of nonnative speakers. While 
syntactic mitigation was employed by all groups, the native English speakers used 
significantly more subjunctive, past tense, and aspectual modifiers, while both groups of 
English learners used significantly more interrogatives and if-clauses. Additionally, these 
two groups used more external mitigating devices, such as politeness markers (especially 
please) in making requests. 
The importance of effective email writing skills multiplies for learners of English 





the global work place. Similarly, if we want to prepare ESL/EFL students to be good 
communicators in academic or business/corporate settings, then we need to pay special 
attention to email tasks in writing curricula. Educational Testing Services (ETS), a 
leading English language test development company, has recognized the importance of 
this skill, and included a separate email task in their Test of English for International 
Communication (TOEIC), the writing part of TOEIC test aims to assess EFL learners’ 
success as communicators in business settings using a variety of writing tasks including a 
dedicated email task in recognition of the usefulness of this skill (Felice & Deane, 2012). 
The increasing popularity of email communication for the business and academic work 
has generated a growing research interest among scholars. With the recent advent of 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) as well as the increase in the online course 
offerings in general, the frequency with which native and non-native speakers of English 
correspond via email is expected to grow. This high frequency use of email 
communication might present linguistic and cultural challenges for email users across the 
globe especially considering such communication requires competence in email 
pragmatics (Skovholt, 2009).  Furthermore, the use of the explicit or implicit interactional 
strategies in email communication received little attention so far. The use of Brown and 
Levinson’s (1987, henceforth B&L) framework, is one small step in this direction.  
4.2. Brown and Levinson’s approach to politeness 
Linguistic politeness theory evolved as an important field of inquiry in the late 
1970s. This theory achieved a big breakthrough in the form of Brown and Levinson’s 
(1987) book titled Politeness: Some Universals in Language Use. This book discussed 





image of a person, and how this concept has two important aspects, negative face and 
positive face. B&L define face as, “the public self-image that every member wants to 
claim for himself” (p.66). Negative face is based on an individual’s wish to protect 
his/her own territory and positive face is based on the individual’s wish to be approved of 
by others. B&L give politeness a new dimension by stating that it can be communicated 
like any other linguistic message. In their framework, they assert that certain utterances 
are seen as polite contain a specific linguistic message, but at the same time also reflect 
the language user’s explicit desire to be polite in a certain situation. B&L’s politeness 
theory has been most influential in the survey of lexical and structural attributes of certain 
speech acts. According to Verlag (2007), B&L’s politeness theory is a good tool for 
linguists for the cross-cultural and cross-linguistic comparisons of strategies employed 
for the realization of speech acts including requests and refusals. The data analysis in this 
paper followed Brown and Levinson’s (1987) five super strategies (most important 
strategies) listed below: 
1) Bald on record: phrasing the utterance in blunt direct terms without any softeners 
etc. e.g., Have some more tea! 
2) Go on-record with redressive action: immediately less direct option to remain on 
record but to perform his/her act with redressive action.  
3) Using negative politeness strategies: oriented toward the negative face of the 
hearer, his/her need to be liked and approved of.  
4) Using positive politeness strategies: oriented toward the positive face of the 





5) Do not perform the FTA [face-threatening act: when participants enter a 
communicative act, they risk both losing face and causing damage to face of the other 
participants, B&L link this risk of losing face to the performance of certain speech acts, 
which they call face threatening acts]  
Brown and Levinson (1987) discuss in detail how FTAs can be mitigated in various ways 
by using two types of politeness strategies: negative politeness strategies, expressed by 
linguistic strategies to be less imposing, and positive politeness, usually expressed by 
using linguistic strategies to highlight group membership and the assertion of an 
assumption of reciprocity.  Scollon and Scollon (1995) also use another term, “solidarity 
politeness”, for positive politeness.  Solidarity politeness is also expressed with positive 
politeness strategies by depicting in-group membership, treating the other person as a 
friend whose wants and personality traits are liked without threatening ‘social face’, and 
there are expectations of reciprocity in terms of face needs (Brown & Levinson 1987, p. 
70). These politeness-related reciprocal norms are displayed even in everyday exchanges 
of greetings. If a greeting is not returned or reciprocated, then the person not 
reciprocating the greeting is considered as unfriendly, impolite, or even rude. Below is a 
simple example from American English:  
A: Hi, how are you doing? 
 B: Fine, thank you and you? 
If person B did not reciprocate the greeting in his turn and instead just ended with “Fine” 
then he/she would not be displaying politeness-related reciprocal norms and would be 





The study of face-to-face politeness phenomena has a long research tradition (e.g., 
Leech, 2014, 1983; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Lakoff, 1990; Wilson et al, 1991; Scollon 
& Scollon, 1995; etc.). Email was in its infancy or only used in limited organizational 
settings at the time of Brown and Levinson’s model. The research on email discourse in 
the light of Brown and Levinson’s politeness framework was a late arrival as compared to 
other more traditional means of communication.  Politeness in written discourse in 
general and in email communication using the Brown and Levinson (1987) model in 
particular has not received lot of attention in the recent years, and with the exception of 
Herring’s (2013) work on other mediums in CMC politeness, very little has been written 
so far about the linguistic politeness strategies used in interactive email communication. 
Email has become an integral part of modern day communication, although, email is a 
written medium, but still positive, negative, and off-record politeness strategies are 
applicable to certain features that make it an interesting case for the study of “politeness 
strategies” in the context of email communication. The popular presence and inherent 
difficulties of email medium make it perfect venue to study the use of linguistic 
politeness strategies as discussed in the B&L’s (1987) work.  
4.3. Politeness/Impoliteness Features of Email Data 
Email is interesting and unique in terms of offering rich politeness/impoliteness 
environments for linguistic study. Email has become an integral part of modern day 
institutional communication, and while email is a written medium, positive and negative 
politeness strategies are still applicable to certain features that make it an interesting case 
for the study of politeness. One such important feature is the physical separation of 





of common temporal or physical context makes email a lean medium of communication 
in the sense that it is not as rich in cues as face-to-face communication due to the absence 
of all non-verbal cues (Skovholt and Svennevig, 2013), and it is usually recommended 
that sensitive issues should be discussed face-to-face instead of using email (Ho, 2010). 
Email is a lean medium due to its sharp contrast to real life face-to-face communications 
where we can use rich interactional cues with personal focus; email interactions lack this 
richness of cues and also are asynchronous in nature.  The asynchronous nature of email 
communication often results in delayed feedback from communication partners or in 
many cases no feedback at all. It is important to highlight here that although email 
communication is used in all domains of life, pragmatic norms of email communication 
are not adequately understood yet.  
The email messages discussed in the current study involve extended interchanges 
in the form of threads of messages organized under the heading of A1, B1, A2, B2, A3 
etc, where the letter and number indicates the speaker identity (A or B) and sequential 
turn. The researcher has applied Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness approach to 
code positive, negative, bald-on-record, and off-record politeness strategies used by the 
participants. Brown and Levinson’s model is used in a lot of studies in face-to-face 
interaction (Leech, 1983; Lakoff, 1990; Wilson et al. 1991; Scollon & Scollon; 1995) 
however, very few studies have applied this framework in Computer-Mediated 
Communication (CMC) in a written context. Politeness theory has been investigated in 
face-to-face interactions, with few exceptions (Herring, 2002; Morand & Ocker, 2003). 





cognitively assess social situations, and also CMC media variations may affect one’s 
ability to produce polite written messages.  
Email allows communicators more control over planning, composing, editing, and 
delivering messages as compared to face-to-face communication (Herring, 2002). This 
greater control of message production and delivery might suggest that email can be 
helpful in the creation of polite messages as compared to other CMC media that are more 
time-pressured, such as synchronous chat. The purpose of the current study is to use 
politeness theory as a tool to investigate the effects of the CMC medium (e.g., email) on 
communication. According to Duthler (2006), email requests are predicted to be politer 
than face-to-face or voice mail requests. He justifies this claim by considering email as 
text-based, asynchronous communication and he says that these factors eliminate the 
necessity to concentrate on physical cues, and offer users the opportunity to plan, 
compose and edit email communication. These special features of email communication 
enable communicators to create more carefully considered messages. The current study 
has great potential to demonstrate that the intersection of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) 
politeness theory and CMC can result in a deeper understanding of the constraints and 
advantages of special features of email communication.  It will be interesting to analyze 
politeness/impoliteness features of email data from three different graduate level ESL 
writing participants.  
4.4. Research Questions 
The present study addressed the following research questions: 
1. How effectively can pragmatic knowledge be assessed by applying Brown and 





2. Are there differences in the usage of email pragmatic (linguistic politeness 
strategies) features between three different proficiency groups of ESL? If so, 
what is the nature of the differences?  
3.  Do different interactive email threads elicit the use of different linguistic 
politeness strategies and sub-strategies? Which strategies are being used? 
4.5. Methodology 
This research was based on a mixed-method study design.  The researcher 
adopted this method in the present study as it was hoped to lead to detailed information 
needed to perform better analysis for assessing pragmatic needs of graduate students 
enrolled in ESL writing courses at a large Midwestern university. This method helped the 
researcher to draw on all possibilities as perceptions of different stake-holders were 
collected through interviews and a survey. With the help of follow-up interview 
questions, all missing details such as demographic information, years of residence in 
target language community and confusions about incomplete responses were clarified. 
The data was collected through an online survey for graduate students, a semi-structured 
questionnaire for ESL instructors, ESL administrators, and International Student and 
Scholar Services (ISSS) officers. Then finally, assessment data was collected through 
interactive e-mail communication involving non-native English-speaking graduate 
students. The email data analysis is both qualitative and quantitative in nature. Interactive 
email threads were first scrutinized for linguistic realizations of B&L’s (1987) politeness 
strategies. Then, depending on the context of the entire thread, specific lexico-
grammatical items such as modals “could/would”, -ing forms, if clauses, imperatives and 





and also were considered if they were to be predominant in the respective threads. Email 
threads exemplifying the use of the different politeness strategies were separated for in-
depth qualitative analysis.  
4.5.1. Participants 
 
Eighteen ESL instructors, two ESL administrators, two ISSS assistant directors 
and fifty-two international graduate students representing three different ESL levels (ESL 
500, ESL 501, and ESL 507) participated in this study.  ESL 500: Oral and Written 
Communication is first course in graduate level ESL writing courses. This course 
introduces students to conventions of group discussions and formal oral presentations. It 
also focuses on paragraph development and organization of American academic writing. 
ESL 500 is a prerequisite for the ESL 501. ESL 501: Intro to Academic Writing, 
introduces students to the use of rhetorical modes typical of academic writing; 
introduction to the research paper; review of strategies for effective and critical reading. 
ESL 507: Advanced Academic writing for MATESL students only, this course focuses 
on advanced academic writing in the field of Teaching English as a Second Language at 
the graduate level. It introduces rhetorical modes of writing in TESL, source-based 
writing, critical reading and writing, proposals and research reports. None of these ESL 
courses teaches email pragmatics explicitly or bears any direct credit toward a graduate 
degree.  All student participants were non-native speakers of English, who had either 
already taken or were concurrently enrolled in ESL writing courses at a large Midwestern 
university at the time of the study. These graduate student participants were 
heterogeneous with respect to age, gender, ESL placement, years of residence in the 





in the needs analysis phase of the research. Only student participants and two data coders 
were involved in the computer-mediated role play phase of the research. Two 
experienced native English speaking data coders evaluated the email data produced by 
graduate student participants.  
4.5.2. Data Collection Tasks’ Description 
 
The email data discussed in this paper is based on a collection of email responses 
in an academic context from graduate level ESL writing students representing three 
different writing proficiency levels including ESL 500, ESL 501, and ESL 507. This 
work aims to present some observations regarding politeness and impoliteness features in 
email responses in light of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) framework and explore the 
usefulness of their three politeness strategies (positive, negative and off-record strategies) 
for annotating interactive email role-play data. This study aims at documenting the most 
effective politeness/impoliteness strategies for email writing in academic settings.  The 
pragmatics tasks reported here consisted of an academic email (pertaining to academic 
settings) role-play task in which test takers communicated with their test-taking partners 
through email role plays. The email tasks were designed to reflect authentic real-life 
academic situations and were similar to those that have been discussed in previous 
literature in language assessment research in pragmatics (Hudson, Detmer, & Brown, 
1992, 1995; Yamashita, 1996, 2008; Bardovi-Harlig & Hartford, 1996; Korsko, 2004; 
Grabowski, 2009). Degree of imposition was not varied in the tasks as it was expected 
that allowing several email interchanges would permit each situation to develop in 
different ways with varied degrees of imposition, which might in turn be realized in a 





partners were given clear instructions for participation, along with their respective roles 
and situations. Participants were also asked to assume a specific role, according to four 
situations within the tasks, in order to perform a communicative goal (e.g., convince their 
classmates to lend them class-notes before a final exam) through a multi-turn email 
exchange. Furthermore, test takers were provided with information about sociocultural, 
sociolinguistic and psychological dimensions of the situation (e.g., the relationship 
between the role-play partner, and background information related to situation in the four 
tasks). Different contextual cues were included in the task directions (see Appendix B), 
and sociolinguistic factors were embedded in terms of relative power (P), and social 
distance (D) (Brown and Levinson, 1987; Hudson, et al., 1992, 1995). These tasks were 
designed to elicit extended communication between participants. In order to achieve 
several email exchanges there was high reactivity (Bachman & Palmer, 1996) in the 
themes for all four tasks; task reactivity is the extent to which the input or the response 
affects subsequent input and responses. Bachman and Palmer argue that reactivity in 
tasks allows the test taker to “receive feedback on the relevance and correctness of the 
response and the response in turn affects the input that is subsequently provided by the 
interlocutor” (p. 55). This approach was adopted to address the concern of Roever (2011), 
namely that “learners’ ability to produce an extended monologic and dialogic discourse is 
a missing component in existing assessment” (p. 463).   
Tasks were developed by following Davidson and Lynch’s (2002) framework that 
focuses on an assessment “mandate,” which is a “combination of forces which help to 
decide what will be tested and to shape the actual content of the test” (p. 77) and test 





is a “generative blueprint or design document for a test” (p. 377). Test spec theory can 
thus address the usual practice of creating tasks with varying theoretical implications 
about curriculum or different language proficiency models or which function in the 
absence of a concrete curriculum (in case of our ESL writing courses); otherwise, such 
tasks may have weaker evidence of Messick’s (1996) construct validity as they may not 
assess the same intended language skill. The test specification model originally proposed 
by Popham as adapted by Davidson and Lynch (2002), which is composed of five main 
components: general description, prompt attributes, response attributes, sample items 
section and a supplementary section called a waiting room (Davidson, 2012) (Please see 
Appendix K for details of these components of the test specification developed for the 
present study).  One major advantage of this test specification model is the enhancement 
of evidence of test validity during the evolution of assessment tasks/items.  
Different steps that are involved in the task development process are summarized in 
Figure 4.1 below: 
 





Iterative feedback from different stakeholders helped to improve tasks by 
including reciprocal features in the tasks. Following Li (2006), an “audit” (by the senior 
ESL instructors and TAs) of the various versions of the specs influenced the original 
decision of asking ESL students to just write four e-mails, to a refined option of putting 
them in e-mail partners instead. The idea of using reciprocal tasks also evolved from the 
“audit” of the test specs, as some participants suggested to complicate task situations to 
elicit extended-responsive email discourse. This approach is also supported by some past 
research. According to McNamara (1996), language use contexts are dynamic, 
negotiated, and co-constructed, so, in order to capture pragmatic meanings, reciprocal 
tasks were used to capture context through e-mail communication.  
Tasks were piloted twice, with both native and non-native students of the 
MATESL program at a large Midwestern university in the U.S. Most of these participants 
were ESL TAs in the Department of Linguistics. Test takers provided feedback to 
improve task directions as well as to include more situational details for tasks. In the 
second pilot, participants agreed that the tasks were authentic; some participants 
mentioned that they had come across such situations in their academic stay.  Ultimately, 
the four best out of a total of 18 tasks were selected on four popular academic topics. 
Task 1 involved email communication between a student and an ISSS representative in 
relation to wastage of time due to the cue and call system in the ISSS office. Task 2 
involved email communication between a student and a professor regarding a noisy office 
situation. Task 3 was an email communication between a student and a professor in 
relation to a recent bad grade on an exam. Task 4 was email communication between two 





next day. This paper in particular focuses on email request situation in task 4 as Brown 
and Levinson (1987) model was originally conceptualized for interactive situations 
involving speech act of request.  
4.5.3. Data Collection Procedures 
 
After filling in the online questionnaire for the needs analysis phase participants were 
paired with a partner on the basis of background information provided in their survey 
responses. ESL 507, ESL 501 and ESL 500 students were paired with their respective 
role-play partners in the same ESL level. All participants provided their preferred email 
addresses during the needs analysis. They were assigned roles as Person A or Person B. 
Person A was responsible for writing the first email on all four tasks; Person B responded 
to the first email and then Person A moved from task to task until they finished all four 
tasks. Task directions along with email address of respective test partners were sent 
through email. Test takers were asked to complete all four tasks within 72 hours. Test 
takers were encouraged to contact the researcher via email or phone in case of any 
confusion regarding their roles or task directions. Some participants contacted the 
researcher with a few clarification questions. Test takers were also encouraged to keep on 
responding to each other until they reached a natural conclusion in their email 
communication. Person A and Person B were not aware of each other’s roles and 
situations; both were asked to Carbon Copy (CC) the researcher on all email 
communication for this research. Email data was collected through interactive email role-
plays; initially 38 pairs started as participants, however, finally 26 pairs completed all 
four tasks, as 12 pairs were excluded for not completing all four tasks. There was great 





Most participants concluded their email communication on the fourth or fifth interchange. 
After collecting all email data, an assessment booklet was created comprising of all email 
interchanges for task 4. All names and email addresses were removed and these data were 
handed over to two experienced data coders who were hired from the Department of 
Linguistics. A third data coder was only used to resolve any differences between two data 
coders. A coding manual based on Brown and Levinson (1987) framework was created to 
train data coders. This coding manual is presented in the Appendix N. 
4.5.4. Interactive Email Tasks and Task Reactivity 
   
In the present study, interactive email role-play tasks were used as an instrument 
to elicit written data. It was hypothesized that if the participants were given a specific 
role-play task to complete, then there would be more negotiations, hedging, elaborations 
and more variety in the data as compared to use of other data collection tools (e.g., 
discourse completion tasks (notably, DCTs).  DCTs have come under criticism for not 
assessing whether non-native speakers know when to use certain politeness strategies, 
and for failing to capture the richness of interactive extended authentic discourse 
(Grabowski, 2009; Roever, 2011). Email role-play tasks involved interactions through 
email and then feedback between two role-play partners affecting their subsequent 
responses to each other, so as to improve task reactivity. Each task situation was made a 
little more complicated for the participants with the help of different directions for the 
role-play partners, which helped to elicit interactive, extended discourse.   
All pairs were encouraged to negotiate solutions to complicated situations in task 
directions. This approach was suitable for participants as all of them were high 





here that all role-play situations were similar to academic situations and were selected as 
a result of a large scale needs analysis. Hence, each email thread elicited written email 
responses involving a variety of speech acts embedded in an ongoing interaction, and not 
just a single speech act as usually happens in discourse completion tasks (DCTs). This 
was one major advantage of using role-plays over other data collection methods including 
DCTs. The first two email messages in the thread (comprised of all emails exchanged 
between two role-play partners in one role-play situation) were long, with final messages 
being increasingly short and respondents usually moving towards resolution of 
complicated situations. 
4.6. Results 
The main objective of this study is to explore the requesting strategies used in 172 
interactive email requests considering Brown and Levinson’s (1987) linguistic politeness 
strategies: positive, negative, bald-on-record, and off-record. As will be shown, the off-
record strategies were quite scarce in the data; this might be due to the textual nature of 
the medium that might make use of off-record strategies quite a rarity.  
4.6.1. Positive Politeness Strategies 
   
The requesters used positive politeness strategies in their interactive email 
communication. The use of positive strategies addresses the requesters’ ‘positive face’, 
the need for social approval e.g., the need to be liked and approved of. This is often 
achieved by the use of inclusive, informal language, by ‘claiming common ground’ and 
by ‘focusing on co-operation’ (Brown & Levinson, 1987; p. 101-129). In the overall 





the linguistic strategies of positive politeness. Some of the popular manifestations of the 
use of positive politeness strategies are given in Table 1 below.   
Table 4.1. Positive Politeness Strategies in the data 
Positive politeness 
strategies 
Linguistic realizations Examples from data 
Claiming common ground Informal salutations Hi! Hey Dude! 
Noticing/attending to the 
requester 
Informal thanking Thanks for your help! 
In-group identity markers 
Use of in-group identity 
markers in address forms 
Dear classmate! 
Seeking agreement Use of common opinions 
We discussed in 
class…. 
Avoiding disagreement Use of hedges 
It was indeed an 
important… 
Giving reasons 
Use of statements of 
reasons 
I would love to help 
you! 
    
The grade in this class 
is important for me…. 
Focusing on co-operation 
Use of optimistic 
expressions of response 
anticipation 
I hope you 
understand… 
  
Use of alternate 
expressions to help with 
request situation 
I look forward for a 
kind response…. 
Showing concern for the 
requester’s wants 
  
The best thing I can 







4.6.2. Negative Politeness Strategies  
Negative politeness strategies manifest indirect speech, deference, formal 
politeness, and independence (Scollon & Scollon, 1995; p. 39). These negative politeness 
strategies are also known as independence from imposition- related politeness strategies 
addressing the requester’s ‘negative face’. These often help users’ need to keep a sense of 
personal autonomy in the form of freedom of action and freedom from imposition. These 
linguistic devices also help language users to achieve personal autonomy by minimizing 
the face threat, and the imposition of the requests. Table 2 presents the negative 
politeness strategies found in the interactive email data, along with selected examples of 
their linguistic realizations.  
Table 4.2. Negative Politeness Strategies in the data 
Negative politeness strategies Linguistic realizations Examples from data 
Minimize imposition 
 Use of past tense of 
modals as a downgrader 
Could/Would… 




 I would be grateful if 
you could…... 
Apologize 
Use of direct or implied 
apology 
 I’m terribly sorry to 
bother you…. 
Dissociate the requester from 
impingement 
Avoidance of personal 
responsibility 
 Any help in terms of 
class notes will be great! 
Minimize threat 
Use of formal politeness 
formula and other 
politeness markers 
 Dear person A 
Please consider my 
humble request…. 
Offer deference 
Use of if clause 
expressions, tentative 
modals could/would, use 
questions 
 I was just wondering if 
you could…. 
Give freedom of action 
 Use of tentative modals 
could/would, hedges,  
 Would you lend me… 
Do not assume that reader is 
able/willing to help  









Negative politeness strategies were found in almost 22% of the email requests and 
refusals. There were hardly any email messages that purely demonstrated only the use of 
negative politeness strategies. This shows that negative strategies are frequent in the data 
but in combination with other politeness strategies. However, overall, the percentage use 
of negative politeness strategies was lower than for positive politeness strategies, and 
clearly it was higher than the use of bald-on-record and off-record politeness strategies. 
The analysis of email data presentation with the help of coding scheme in Section 6.4 
below illustrates the use of negative politeness strategies.  
4.6.3. Bald-On-Record Politeness Strategies 
  
Participants also occasionally chose the bald-on-record strategy for their email 
communication; they performed the FTA ‘on record’ without attempting to reduce the 
force of a face-threatening act (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 95-98). Table 3 below shows 
the linguistic realizations of the bald-on-record politeness strategy along with examples 
from email data. 





Examples from data 
Do the FTA on record 
Straightforward 
assertive requests 
I really need your class notes! 
  
I won’t be able to do well on 
my exam 
Elliptical questions Any ideas? 
Direct questions I need to prepare for my exam 






A total of 6% of the queries were found to be predominantly bald-on-record. 
There were no emails with purely bald-on-record politeness strategies; e.g., consisting of 
nothing else but straightforward request and refusals. This linguistic politeness strategy 
was used in combination with some other strategies, and their use was more common in 
second or third turn of email threads, as can be seen in the data presentation and 
discussion Section 6.4 below.  
4.6.4. Data Presentation and Discussion on the coding of different politeness 
strategies 
 
Emails from three different proficiency pairs are displayed to replicate exactly 
how the email appeared when it was sent and received during the data collection phase. 
Therefore, numbered lines with coded politeness strategies are used and spelling mistakes 
were left unedited in the actual emails. The first data set is from ESL 507, which is 
followed by email data from ESL 501, and finally by data from the ESL 500 level. Turn 
A1 shows first email in the thread, and turn B1 displays replies to the first reply email 
from the receiver. Similarly, turn A2 shows the second email from a participant who 
started this thread, and turn B2 shows the second reply. All positive politeness strategies 
are coded as PP, all negative politeness strategies are coded as NP, all bald-on-record 
strategies are coded employing full name, and all off-record strategies are coded as OR in 
the actual email annotations, as given below:  
Pair 507: Notes from the revision class  
Pair One 
A1 





1. I hope you are doing well (Notice attend to H, PP#1) and that you attended the 
revision class for ABC567's final exam (Give association clues, OR#2). 
2. Actually, I was unable to attend the revision class today because I was occupied 
with lab work of another course. (Statement of reason/Give reasons, PP#13) 
3. Since today's revision was quite important from exam point of view, I was 
wondering (Syntactic Down-grader, Internal modifier, NP#2) if you could 
lend me your notes (Head act, receiver’s ability or willingness to comply to 
request, NP#10) so that I can make a photocopy. 
       4.  Thank you for your help. (Be Optimistic, PP#11) 
-Person A. 
This email begins with an informal salutation, a positive politeness strategy of ‘noticing 
or attending’ to the communication partner. The requester then proceeds to use another 
positive politeness strategy by writing, ‘I hope you are doing well,’ which is also an 
attempt at ‘noticing or attending’. Then the requester offers some associational clues by 
using an off-record strategy and providing some background information about a revision 
class. Then the requester provides reasons for missing this important class, which is 
another positive politeness strategy. This brief introduction appears to be a pre-sequence, 
probably meant to pave the way for a highly imposing request for the requester, who 
missed an important revision class just before the final exam. Then the requester uses a 
negative politeness strategy along with syntactic down grader to request revision class 
notes. This is followed by yet another negative politeness strategy to address the email 
receiver’s ability or willingness to comply with the request. The requester seems to be 
aware of the high rate of imposition of his request. The use of the past progressive of the 
verb “wonder,” along with the if-clause in line 3, softens the possible high rate of 
imposition. According to Ford (1997), the if-clause in English discourse occurs with 
delicate situations, whenever “face” (Brown & Levinson, 1987) is involved. This subtle 





some negative politeness strategies and the tentative modal could. He closes this email 
with the use of a positive politeness strategy (of being optimistic) in the hopes that his 
request will be granted. All these linguistic choices appear to offer the requester many 
options, i.e., freedom of action while at the same time persuading the receiver to respond 
to his email request. Overall, the analysis of this first email in this thread reveals the use 
of three politeness strategies: positive, negative, and off-record.  
B1 
Hello, Person A,  
 
1. I'm sorry that you could not make it to class. (Notice or attend to H (interests, wants, 
needs, goods), PP#1) 
2. It was indeed an important revision session (Seek Agreement, assert reciprocal 
exchange, PP#5), and I'm currently using my notes to get ready for tomorrow's exam. 
(Give associational clue, OR#2)  
3. I would love to help you out (Stating Positive opinion, offer, promise, PP#10), but 
this could potentially affect my performance. (Give reasons, Strong hint for refusal, 
PP#13) 
4. It will probably take you an hour or so to make a copy of the notes since the closest 
copier is within a thirty-minute bike ride.  (Give reasons, PP#13) 
5. The grade in this class is very important to me (Give reasons, PP#13), and I would not 
want to do anything to jeopardize it. (Give Hints, OR#1, this is an off-record refusal, 
combined with the positive politeness strategy of giving reasons for the refusal, the 
refusal is not stated but it is implicated from the statement, PP#13) 
6. I hope you understand... (Raising common ground, PP#7) The best thing I can 
suggest is going over the review sections in the textbook. (Offering alternatives, concern 
for H’s wants PP #1) 
7. They contain a lot of the material we discussed in class. (Using in group identity 









This reply to A1 above begins with an informal salutation a, positive politeness 
strategy of ‘noticing or attending’ to the communication partner. The responder then 
proceeds by using another positive politeness strategy by using, ‘I am sorry you could not 
make it to class’ which is also an attempt to ‘seek agreement of the receiver by asserting 
a reciprocal exchange.’  Then the responder uses some associational clues by employing 
an off-record strategy and providing some hints that he is using final exam-related 
revision class notes. Then the responder states a positive opinion by offering a promise 
for help, which is another positive politeness strategy. This brief introduction appears to 
be a pre-sequence that is probably meant to pave the way for a highly imposing refusal 
for the responder, who wants to use revision class notes just before final exam. Then the 
requester uses a positive politeness strategy of ‘give reasons’ along with a strong hint for 
refusal, this is followed by yet another positive politeness strategy to address the 
requester’s ability or willingness to return class notes on time. Then the responder refers 
to the importance of receiving a high grade in the class, and finally offers an ‘off-record’ 
refusal combined with a positive politeness strategy for giving reasons for the refusal. It 
is interesting to note here that the refusal is not stated, but rather is implied from the off-
record statement. The responder seems to be aware of the high rate of imposition of his 
refusal. This might have made him use this approach, since even after refusal head act 
some positive politeness strategies are employed including ‘raising common ground’, 





‘attending to requester’s wants and interests’. All these linguistic choices appear to offer 
the responder many options, i.e., freedom of action while at the same time persuading the 
requestor to understand his own time constraints in terms of final exam preparation. 
Overall, the analysis of this second email in this thread reveals the use of two politeness 
strategies: positive and off-record. 
A2 
Hello B,  
1. Thank you for the reply despite of the time constraints. (Exaggerate attention to H, 
PP#2) 
2.  I totally understand your situation (Seeking agreement, PP#5) and since the exam is 
so near, making myself go through the new material would probably not a good idea 
either. (Assert common ground, PP#7) 
3. As you said (Attention to H, PP#1), I will just go through the review sections in the 
textbook and hopefully it would be enough for a good grade in the exam. (Seek 
Agreement, accepting alternate, PP#5) 
4. All the best for the exam. (Give (verbal) gifts to H, PP#15)  
In A2 above, the ‘face-threatening’ force of the request is somewhat softened by using 
the positive politeness strategy of ‘exaggerate attention to receiver’. Then the requester 
follows up with multiple positive politeness strategies for solidarity building, as we can 
see in line 2 above, ‘seeking agreement,’ with the responder and ‘asserting a common 
ground’ by agreeing to use the suggested alternative of using review sections from the 
textbook. In A2 the use of positive politeness strategies addresses the requester’s 
‘positive face’, especially his need for social approval. This is achieved by seeking 
agreement, asserting common ground, accepting alternatives, and offering verbal niceties 





predominant use of positive politeness strategies, which is a quite different approach 
from the first email from the same author.  
B2 
 
1. Thank you for being so understanding. (Assert reciprocity, PP#14) 
2.  I think you will be perfectly fine by reviewing the material in the textbook. (Offering 
alternate, taking into account others’ wants, PP#1) 
3. Good luck on the test! (Give gifts to H, PP#14) 
 
Best, 
In B2 above, the ‘face-threatening’ force of the refusal is somewhat softened by using the 
positive politeness strategy of ‘asserting reciprocity’ in the first line of the reply to the 
requester’s second email in the thread. Then the refuser follows up with multiple positive 
politeness strategies for solidarity building, as we can see in line 2 above, asserting his 
original position again by ‘offering alternatives by taking into account the other’s wants’ 
with the responder and ‘asserting a common ground’ by agreeing to use the suggested 
alternative of studying the review sections in the textbook. In B2 the use of positive 
politeness strategies addresses the refuser’s ‘positive face’, especially his need for social 
approval. This is achieved by asserting reciprocity, asserting alternates already offered in 
the previous reply to the requester’s email, and offering verbal niceties to signal 
friendliness in the closing part of B2. The analysis of B2 reveals the predominant use of 
positive politeness strategies, which is quite different from the first email reply (B1) with 







ESL 501 Pair: 
A1 
Hi Class mate, 
 
1. I hope you are doing well. (Notice or attend to H, PP#1 intensify interest to H) 
2. I cannot believe that we are almost done with the semester and have reached 
final week of exam.  (Small talk PP#7) 
3. Time really flies, but I would always cherish good times we (Using inclusive 
forms, PP#4) had together during the course of semester. (Common Values, 
engage in small talk, PP#7) 
 
4. I started preparing for the final exam and realized that I missed one last class in 
which some important information regarding final exam was discussed (Give 
reasons making request reasonable to receiver, PP#13). 
5. I know this material would be important for the upcoming exam in 2 days and feel 
that I could benefit from it if I can get access to them (Give reasons making 
request reasonable to receiver, this is also a justification of request that is 
coming, PP#13). 
6. Since you in our last conversation told me about attending the class, (Include 
both S and H in the activity PP#12) so I was wondering (Hedge, Syntactic 
(Aspect) mitigating device to diminish the force of a speech act, NP#2) that 
would be alright for you to lend me your notes for some duration (Head act, 
NP#4). 
 
7.  I promise to return the notes in two hours after jotting them down. (Minimize the 
imposition, NP#4) 
 
8. I know that you are also preparing for the exam and would also need them 
(Assert or presuppose S’s knowledge of and concern for H’s wants, PP#9),  
9. but I would highly appreciate if you can spare them for couple of hours maybe 
during your sleep time or some other rest time, when you are not using them. 
(Minimize the imposition by using words or phrases, NP#4) 
 
10. Your generous act may help me get better grades in the exam. (Presuppose 
common ground, PP#7) 
 
11. Looking forward for kind response. (Be optimistic, PP#11) 
 








 Given above, A1 begins with an informal salutation, a positive politeness strategy of 
‘noticing or attending’ to the email partner. The requester then proceeds to use another 
positive politeness strategy by employing, ‘small talk,’ which is also an attempt to build 
rapport. Next, the requester uses more inclusive forms by employing ‘we’ and discussing 
some common values and engaging in small talk with the email partner. Then the 
requester provides reasons for his request and uses another inclusive form, ‘our,’ which is 
another positive politeness strategy. The use of several positive politeness strategies in 
the introduction appears to be a pre-sequence that is probably meant to pave the way for 
an imposing request from the requester, who missed an important revision class. Then the 
requester uses a negative politeness strategy along with a syntactic down grader to 
request class notes. This is followed by yet another negative politeness strategy to 
address the email receiver’s ability or willingness to comply with this request. The 
requester seems to be aware of the high degree of the imposition of his request as he tried 
to minimize imposition in the next line by asserting he will return the class notes within a 
couple of hours. This might have made him use some negative politeness strategies 
toward the last few lines of the email, in which the requester is trying to minimize the 
degree of imposition by using certain phrases. He closes this email with use of the 
positive politeness strategy of presupposing common ground, employing optimistic 
linguistic devices that his request will be granted, and finally writing good wishes for his 
partner’s success on the exam. All these linguistic choices appear to offer the requester 
many options, i.e., freedom of action, while at the same time persuading the receiver that 





ESL 501level thread reveals the use of both positive and negative politeness strategies. 





1. I am doing very well, just trying to get ready for the exam.   
2. I hope everything is also well on your side. (Notice, attend to H, PP#1) 
3. Yes, things have gone very fast this semester. (Assert common ground via 
gossip, PP#7) 
4. I agree with you on the good moments of learning we did have. (Seek Agreement 
via repetitions, PP#5) 
5. The last class was very interesting and we had a long Q/A closing at the end  
6. because many students were very concerned about some specific details they were 
not sure would be in the exam. 
7. Yes I can pass you my notes for that. (Head act No Refusal, acceptance of 
request, preferred Response, fulfill other’s wants by giving goods/gifts, 
PP#15) 
8.  But, please make sure you hand them back by tomorrow at 9am.  
      9. I am just done reviewing the lessons and I will a final overview tomorrow from 
10am 
10. So let's meet (Include both S and H in the activity, PP#12) at the lobby of the main 
library in 10 minutes if you are on campus.  
11. You can get them before I go back home.  
12. Please, remember I need them tomorrow by 9am. (Go on record as incurring a 
debt, using bald on record to express the urgency of the request to return them on 
time, NP#10) 
13. Also, in case you want copy it that would probably be easier and save us some time. 
(Include both S and H in the activity, Solidarity, PP#12, in-group identity markers, 
PP#4)  
14. Let me know if you need any explanation based on that last class. (Offer gifts 
including cooperation, PP#15) 
15. We can share some details I get form the teacher and during the discussions. 
16. Thank you all the best in your exams.  (Give gifts to H, PP#15) 
 
B1 also begins with an informal salutation, ‘Hi,’ a positive politeness strategy of 
‘noticing or attending,’ to the email partner. The responder then proceeds to invoke 





which is an attempt to build rapport. Then the responder asserts common ground by using 
some gossip about the fast pace of the semester, which is also one of the positive 
politeness strategies. He then responded to the request and also used another inclusive 
form ‘our,’ which is another positive politeness strategy. The use of several positive 
politeness strategies in the introduction appears to be a pre-sequence that is probably 
meant to pave the way for an imposing request by the requester, who missed an important 
revision class. Then the responder uses a positive politeness strategy along with a 
preferred response to share his class notes; this is followed by a negative politeness 
strategy in order to ‘minimize’ the imposition caused by the requester. It is evident from 
line 12 that the responder is ‘going on- record to acknowledge his debt’ for the 
anticipated time and effort taken to send him back the notes by 9 a.m. The responder 
seems to be aware of the high rate of imposition of this follow-up request, as he tries to 
minimize the imposition by using in- group identity markers (i.e., save us some time) as 
evidenced by the inclusive language in line 13. This reciprocal imposition might have 
made him use some positive politeness strategies in the last few lines of the email, where 
the responder is trying to minimize the imposition by using certain phrases (i.e., let me 
know, all the best on exam). In line 14, the responder closes this email with the use of a 
positive politeness strategy of offering cooperation to the requester, being supportive and 
collegial, and finally, writing well wishes for his partner’s exam. ESL 501 level pair’s 
first turn (B1) is an example of a preferred response; the acceptance of request is granted 
in the very first reply turn (i.e., line 7.) of the email thread, which is rare when compared 










1. Thank you for your willingness to share your class notes with me at this crucial 
junction just before the exams. (seek agreement via repetitions, PP#5) 
2. This will greatly help in catching up with professor and may also be important to 
do well in the final exam. (assert or presuppose common ground, PP#7) 
3. Yes, I will make sure to return them to you before 9 am tomorrow morning. 
(Offer, promise, PP#10) 
 
4. Thank you once again. 
  
A2 again opens with an informal salutation, ‘Hi again,’ a positive politeness strategy 
of ‘noticing or attending’ to the email partner. The requester proceeds by using another 
positive politeness strategy, ‘seeking agreement via repetitions’ (i.e., line 1) which is an 
attempt to build rapport. The responder next asserts common ground by commenting on 
how useful these notes would be for the final exam revision, which is also one of the 
positive politeness strategies. What follows is a response to the request of returning them 
at 9 a.m., which is a positive politeness strategy of promising or offering something. 
Overall, A2 shows a predominant use of positive politeness strategies, which is different 
from the first email from the same participant, where all three strategies; positive, 
negative, and bald-on-record were used.  
 
B2 
1. You are welcome but this will be last time, (Be pessimistic, NP#3)  
2. Please be regular in your classes and develop a habit of helping yourself.  
 
Finally, B2 is a short two-line reply that starts with the use of a negative politeness 
strategy of showing a pessimistic attitude toward the requester. Even after granting the 





reminder is noticed by the requester (i.e., okay as given below) in the third email to the 
requestee. This response was quite unexpected as even after granting request responder 
reminded requestee of his callous attitude toward his studies. However, this type of 
response is rare when compared to the rest of the data from all other participants.  
A3 
1. OK. Thanks again! (Notice or attend to H, PP#1) 
 
ESL 500 Pair: 
A1 
1. Hey, how's it going? (Use in-group identity marker via address forms, PP#4) 
2. Could I borrow your notes from last week's revision class? (Head Act, 
conventional indirectness NP#1, expressing pessimism about hearer’s ability 
or willingness to comply to request, NP#3) 
3.  I'm taking a lot of classes this semester and couldn't make it to the review lecture. 
(Give Reasons, PP#13) 
4.  I could probably scan them or make copies so you don't have to lend me your 
notes for more than 20 or 30 minutes. (Minimize the imposition by depicting 
impingement on receiver, NP#4) 
5. Just let me know when's a good time for me to pick'em up. (Be optimistic, 
PP#11, Use of contractions and ellipses, PP#4) 
6. Thanks,  
 
The first turn of the ESL 500 level thread (A1) begins with an informal salutation (i.e., 
Hey) to ‘minimize the potential threat’ of the coming request. This first line is also an 
attempt to use an in-group identity marker to build a rapport with the requestee. Here the 
requester uses a positive politeness strategy to create a friendly in-group feeling of 





request (Could I borrow….), which gives the requestee ‘freedom of action’. This could 
also serve here as a downgrader of the imposition of the face-threatening act of 
borrowing class notes, by allowing the requestee the possibility of declining the request 
without threatening either the requester’s or requestees’ ‘faces’. The requester uses 
negative politeness strategies to perform the head act of request. The account (reasons) 
for this request comes after the actual head act, which is quite different when compared to 
most of the email data, in which participants delay their request head acts by using a 
variety of pre-request accounts. Then the requester uses another negative politeness 
strategy to minimize the imposition by showing impingement on the requestee. The email 
ends rather suddenly with a couple of positive politeness strategies of showing optimism, 
and using inclusive language in line 5. In closing only ‘thanks’ is used which is a 
manifestation of a negative politeness strategy to minimize imposition.  
B1 
1. Hey. I am good. How are you? (Use in-group identity markers via address 
forms, PP#3) 
2. I would have loved to give my notes to you (Give association clues (pre-
refusal), OR#2) but actually I am on a time crunch right now. (Express the 
reluctance by giving reasons, NP#6) 
3. My pre-final grades in the class are not that great (Give Hints, OR#1) 
4. and I am trying to utilize the time to the fullest so that I can get a good grade 
(Give Hints, OR#1).  
5. I hope you understand (Raising common ground, PP#7) my situation and dont 
mind that. (Apologize, Admit the impingement, NP#6) 
6.  I hope you have a good day. Good luck for the exam. (Give gifts to show 
sympathy, PP#15) 





First reply turn B1also begins with an informal salutation (i.e., Hey) to show ‘solidarity’ 
with the requester by using in-group identity markers. The second line offers off-record 
associational clues for a pre-refusal. Here the requestee uses a pre-refusal hints as a 
negative politeness strategy to show reluctance (i.e., but actually I am on a time crunch 
right now). Then the requestee uses off-record strategies by giving off-record reasons for 
a refusal that is not stated bald-on-record even in lines 4, 5, or 6.  The head act of refusal 
is only indicated by using a variety of pre-refusal off-record hints. Then the requester 
uses another negative politeness strategy to minimize the imposition by apologizing for 
not being so helpful and admitting impingement on the requestee. The email ends with in 
the closing line of B1 by including two positive politeness strategies offering good luck 
on the exam and expressing thanks with regards.   
A2 
1. Come on dude!  (Using in-group identity markers via colloquialism or slang, 
PP#4) 
2. Don't you have to stop to eat, sleep, take a shower or something else?  (Be 
pessimistic about H’s ability or willingness to comply, NP#3) 
3.  I'm sure I only need 20 minutes or less to scan your notes. (Minimize the 
imposition, NP#4) 
4. Lets try to schedule for a time in which you'll be busy doing something 
else. (Using inclusive form to include both sender and receiver in the activity, 
PP#12) 
5. Let me know when can I come over to pick them up. (Be optimistic, PP#11) 
6. Thanks,  
The second email from the requester (A2) begins without any informal or formal 
salutation, which is quite normal for the third turn in a multi-turn email thread. The email 





an exclamation mark. Here the requester uses an in-group identity marker as a positive 
politeness strategy to show intimacy with the receiver. Then, interestingly, the requester 
uses two negative politeness strategies by giving reasons for how borrowing the class 
notes for a short time should be fine for the requestee (i.e., lines 2 and 3).  This can also 
be interpreted as an attempt to make his claim more credible to the requestee. Then, the 
requester uses an inclusive form (i.e., us), which can be interpreted as a positive 
politeness solidarity strategy. Then the requester uses another positive politeness strategy 
to express her optimism that the requestee will comply with her request. The email 
suddenly ends with ‘thanks’ as a closing line.   
B2 
1. I think it is none of your business to ask for my personal time. (State the FTA as 
a general rule, NP#8) 
2.  I won’t be able to lend you my notes even for 5 minutes, (Go on Record: 
Refusal, NP#10) 
3.  sorry for any problems, (Apologize: admit the impingement, NP#6) 
4.  I have to prepare for my exam too.  (Give reasons, PP#13) 
 
ESL 500 group email turn B2 starts with the negative politeness strategy of stating the 
FTA as a general rule by reminding the requester that he made some personal comments 
in A2. Here the requestee went on record to refuse any possibility of sharing her notes, 
even for a short time. Then, interestingly, the requestee apologized by admitting an 
impingement of her bald-on-record refusal, found in line 3. The requestee presumably 
uses this negative politeness strategy to ‘minimize the impact of bald-on-record’ refusal. 





requestee is not able to grant this request. The requestee finishes this email without any 
closing remarks.   
As we can see in the above analysis, the use of different politeness strategies is 
response-dependent and participants choose to use confrontational as well as supportive 
language on the basis of a reply from their email partner. The actual language use context 
in email communication plays an important role, particularly considering some of the 
linguistic devices (e.g., hedges, different expressions of appreciation and gratitude) are 
used as either positive or negative politeness strategies. In the email data presentation 
above, ‘hedges’ are used to achieve positive politeness to ‘avoid confrontation’ and 
negative politeness to ‘downtone’ the intensity of imposition of FTA (e.g., request, 
refusal, etc.).   
4.7. Conclusions and Discussion 
The above annotated email threads depict how politeness strategies change 
according to the responses from role-play partners. These emails, as well as the 
remainder of the annotated data, show that politeness is a response- based-adaptive 
strategy. Overall, participants appear to use more positive politeness strategies as 
compared to negative politeness strategies to perform the face-threatening acts of 
requests and refusals. This may be due to the indirect nature of “giving reasons” or 
accounts as compared to other positive politeness strategies. ‘Giving reasons’ has a 
special status in the context of requests and refusals because it helps to substantiate 
FTAs, and restores the hearer’s face indirectly. ESL 507 and ESL 501 participants use 
more small talk, notice or attend to their recipients, and give many reasons why class 





their role-play partners also respond to their small talk and provide many reasons in their 
responses. On the surface, these positive politeness strategies suggest a friendly 
interaction; however, participants also use some negative politeness strategies to show a 
distancing attitude, which makes the context of use more complex. The ESL 500 group 
has more direct requests and refusals without the use of much supportive language. The 
researcher observed less flaming (confrontational) incidents in those email exchanges, 
where small talk and reasons were used before making actual requests or refusals. The 
use of more positive politeness strategies and small talk adapted to responses received 
help to fulfill the positive face needs of email partners. In other words, positive politeness 
strategies and small talk do not move the transaction forward but they do help to establish 
rapport in email interactions. However, it is difficult to claim this with assurance, on the 
basis of limited substantiation from annotated email data. Requests and refusals are face- 
threatening acts, so these specific FTAs and task reactivity play a role in eliciting 
different politeness strategies. Giving reasons was a popular positive politeness strategy, 
while showing impingement was a popular negative politeness strategy in all groups, 
possibly because these strategies create a type of cooperative context, and their use can 
compensate for the harm done by the FTA.  
One interesting distinction here was the resourcefulness of different pairs in terms 
of use of formality, style, and formulaic expressions. This can be seen from the few 
selected examples above (in 4.6) that how the high proficiency-level groups (e.g., ESL 
507) use these expressions which serve them well, and among the lower proficiency-level 
groups (e.g., ESL 500) serve them less well. ESL 507 participants were much more 





compared to ESL 501and 500-level students. The first two groups gave more practical 
accounts in support of their requests and refusals. Their logical reasons helped them to 
mitigate the face threats to their email partners. Another important, frequently used 
strategy in the email data is showing common knowledge and concern for each other’s 
needs. There is an interesting relationship between the structure or style of emails and the 
use of certain politeness strategies. As witnessed in the data presentation section, it was 
observed that in shorter emails the omission of opening/closing moves and overall 
informal style appear to have resulted in the higher use of bald-on-record and positive 
politeness strategies, whereas longer emails contained more formal opening and closing 
conventions, that were often dominated by negative politeness strategies and thus tended 
to be more formal in style.  
Some of the salient features related to structure and style of email data are given 
in Table 4.4 below.  
 







Percentage Structure: use of 
opening moves, small 
talk, and closing 
conventions 
Style of the 
email 
Positive All three 
groups 




Negative All three 
groups  




in ESL 500 











In summary, the data annotation of email threads shows that when the first email in a 
thread uses politeness strategies to mitigate face threats, this may result in more polite 
and supportive responses as compared to those initial emails which make a request bald-
on-record without any mitigating devices. Data also include instances in which, if the 
first email used small talk along with several politeness strategies, the situation was 
resolved sooner, compared to emails without any small talk or ones that showed less 
concern for the face needs of email partners. The researcher did not notice considerable 
differences in the use of off-record politeness strategies across all groups, with the 
exception of giving hints (“I am sorry to bother you” OR#1), and giving association clues 
(OR#2).  
It seems best to apply all three politeness strategies in order to draw conclusions 
about any patterns in email communication among the three ESL proficiency groups. 
However, in the case of the 507 pairs, they appear to have constructed a supportive 
attitude by using both positive as well as negative politeness strategies, and, at the same 
time, distancing themselves from their partners in an effort to not intrude too far into their 
personal affairs. This suggests that applying Brown and Levinson’s positive and negative 
politeness distinction can sometimes be problematic for multi-turn email data: we can see 
that in Section 4.6 that both positive and negative strategies are spread across a number of 
email turns. This implies that while interpreting results we should consider two important 
factors. First, the double role of some linguistic devices can manifest both positive and 
negative politeness; in such cases context is key in the analysis of language use 
phenomena. The second important factor is the influence of other linguistic and extra-





gender, age, and cultural background. Given these two important limiting factors, overall 
it is interesting to glean these mixed results about the use of politeness strategies and their 
relation to language or style choices in interactive email communication.  
It was useful to uncover linguistic features by using all politeness strategies 
together and then drawing insights from those combinations. This approach helped to 
capture a preference for certain strategies in multi-turn email threads. After annotation of 
complete email data, the researcher was able to substantiate certain patterns (e.g., what 
portion of the data does represent the use of Positive politeness, Negative politeness, 
bald-on-record, and Off-record strategies). It appears that among most of low proficiency 
participants (ESL 501, ESL 500) both partners used positive and negative strategies in the 
initial longer emails and moved toward more direct bald-on-record strategies in the 
subsequent shorter email turns, in which partners were moving toward the resolution of a 
possibly confrontational situation. Giving reasons or using multiple layers of accounts for 
request or refusal is a popular sub-strategy of positive politeness. This positive politeness 
strategy (accounts or giving reasons) has been found to be a frequently used 
request/refusal strategy in past research (Hill, 1997) as well. According to Heritage 
(1984), extensive use of accounts shows an orientation toward the dis-preferred action 
(i.e., request, refusal), and sometime accounts are used to delay a dis-preferred action. As 
seen in Section 4.6, certain accounts of requesters tend to obtain similar accounts from 
the requestees. Negative, Bald-on-record, and off-record politeness strategies were used 
less frequently as compared to positive politeness strategies. Negative politeness 
strategies were far more common in the data with a much higher frequency (22%) as 





record strategies appeared in follow-up emails, when some of the accounts were refuted 
due to task reactivity embedded in the actual email role-play tasks. However, these 
strategies played an important role in resolving different complicated situations dealing 
with requests and refusals. Giving hints is one off-record sub-strategy often used by all 
three proficiency groups in the current study. These hints appear to be effective in 
performing the head act of request or refusal.    
4.8. Limitations and suggestions for future research 
 
This study has some limitations due to the coding method based on the Brown & 
Levinson (1987) framework, which originally evolved on oral data. There is a lack of 
research on L2 email users using this framework. Therefore, for further understanding, 
more research is needed regarding how this framework can be applied to multi-turn email 
interactions.  
Furthermore, conversation analysis can be a useful option for understanding the 
underlying interactional patterns of email accounts for requests or refusals. However, the 
method of CA that also has evolved in oral conversation might have the same limitation 
in terms of useful discussion about L2 users of interactive email communication. Given 
the above annotated email examples that illustrate the use of the B&L (1987) framework, 
after analyzing all the data with the help of data-coders, it appears that it is difficult to 
draw clear quantitative differences among a “typical” 500 sequence, a typical 501 
sequence and so on.  It would also be interesting to analyze this data set by using the 
‘interactional sociolinguistics’ approach by looking at the functions of turns in sequence 





paper, Brown and Levinson’s framework does provide some useful tools with which we 
can assess the language use pattern in multi-turn email communication.  Finally, the 
researcher also suggests the use of multiple methods to identify and understand salient 
features and development patterns of communicative acts of request and refusal in email 
communication. These tasks can be administered to a larger ESL/EFL learners’ 
population to contrast their request and refusal behaviors. This approach might help to 























The purpose of this dissertation has been to propose an alternate assessment 
protocol whose focus is on multi-turn extended computer-mediated communication. To 
prepare the ground for my research and to observe the current tendencies in assessing 
interlanguage pragmatic competence in academic settings, I reviewed the recent research 
conducted in the domain of interlanguage pragmatic assessment. This comprehensive 
literature review helped me to formulate the objective for this dissertation. It turns out 
that the field of L2 pragmatic testing has made a lot of progress in last 20 years. Even 
though pragmatics is a major component of different models of communicative 
competence, still most of the studies in the past focused on the closed role-plays, and as 
suggested by Roever (2011), extended-responsive discourse was a missing link in the 
research on the assessment of L2 pragmatics. This called for a discursive re-orientation of 
second language pragmatic tests (Kasper, 2006; Roever, 2011). This relatively new 
approach promises many advantages of integrating multi-turn discourse items in the 
assessment tasks. To address this research gap, a CMC-based assessment approach using 
real life email communication was adopted.  Using the mixed methods design (Greene, 
2007), quantitative and qualitative data was collected to address research questions 
proposed in three papers in the present study. In paper one in light of a large-scale needs 
analysis I made an argument in favor of use of extended-responsive discourse to evaluate 





After a large-scale needs analysis involving different stakeholders, it was observed that 
despite having potentially serious, high-stakes consequences, the inclusion of email 
pragmatics in ESL instructional material is still very limited. A majority of faculty 
respondents, ESL administrators and ISSS officers consider inappropriate use of email 
conventions as a major cause of communication breakdown in academic as well as 
workplace settings. These findings from the large-scale needs analysis on stakeholders’ 
perceptions about ESL students’ pragmatic learning needs helped to develop relevant and 
meaningful assessment tasks. A total of 52 graduate level ESL students completed the 
selected four open email role-play tasks. Two native speaking trained raters scored each 
test takers’ performance in the assessment tasks. An analytical rating scale (Fulcher, 
Davidson, & Kemp, 2011; Purpura, 2004) was developed to ensure accurate and 
meaningful score interpretations. The linguistic politeness features of examinees’ 
performance in the email role-play tasks were analyzed using a Brown and Levinson 
(1987) politeness framework, which offered insights about the use of different linguistic 
politeness strategies by the examinees. The salient features of linguistic politeness of 
examinees’ performance in the email role-play task were analyzed focusing on how they 
move from one email turn to the next in an email thread, which then informed the 
development of different patterns for the use of politeness strategies. By analyzing 
evolution of accounts for requests and refusals along with their corresponding adapted 
responses to the politeness strategies used, this study shows how ESL learners orient to 
particular response-based organization in their email interactions.  In terms of 
quantitative evidence, scores for different pragmatic components and interrater reliability 





varying degrees of L2 pragmatic abilities among 52 test takers. There was higher 
interrater consistency for all components of pragmatic ability except for psychological 
appropriateness which was quite low at 0.53.  
This study’s findings contribute to the ongoing discussion of inclusion of multi-
turn extended written interactions in L2 pragmatics assessment (Roever, 2011; Roever, 
Fraser, & Elder, 2014). The email role-play test can be used to assess degree of 
appropriateness of pragmatic features of email interactions in low-stakes pedagogical, 
diagnostic, and placement test use contexts. Learners can also use it for self-assessment 
to improve their sociopragmatic competence for writing effective emails. However, any 
high-stakes use should be warranted by a specific validation process. This research 
suggests interactive email pragmatics activities structured and scaffolded in ways that 
maximize noticing and awareness of the form-function-meaning relationships, which is in 
line with past research on best practices for L2 pragmatic instruction and assessment 
(Taguchi & Sykes, 2013; Timpe et al., 2015). Multi-turn email tasks as used in the 
current study could be used as one component to teach NNSs to use English email 
conventions. Positive pedagogical outcomes could perhaps best be accomplished through 
free-standing computerized modules, which instructors could have students work on 
outside of class. In the classroom assessment context interactive email tasks might be 
more promising in terms of difficulty while still maintaining practicality. Regardless of 
the methods adopted, systematic curricular inclusion of email pragmatics in ESL courses 
appears to be necessary and would assist ESL learners in developing their email 





The email tasks in the current study can be validated by employing Kane’s (2006) 
approach to validity arguments. The current study can try to obtain backing for pragmatic 
performance in four email tasks by scoring isolated concrete features illustrating 
pragmatic competence in actual use. Another approach would be to administer the test to 
native speakers of English and compare the performance of native and non-native 
speakers illustrating what is an actual target-like pragmatic performance in interactive 
email tasks used in the present study. These steps can offer some backing for the 
evaluation inference in the validity argument. This argument-based validity approach is 
suggested by several experts (Chappelle, 2012; Kane, 2006, 2012; Youn, 2013). This 
approach can work well with email tasks as detailed instructions were shared with role 
play partners for obtaining written data to observe and score by using a scoring rubric. 
Tasks were designed by following test specification approach which helps in improving 
assessment task design, developing clear rating criteria, and enhancing rater performance. 
This spec driven validation approach can help to obtain suitable backing for the 
evaluation inference. Furthermore, this approach can easily enlist the network of 
inferences that should be made to justify the use of the test following Toulmin’s (2003) 
argument structure in an effect-driven approach to validation (Fulcher and Davidson, 
2007).  This approach is increasingly emphasized in the recent publications related to the 
language test validation process (Chappelle, 2012; Kane, 2012). The proposed validation 
can be comprised of three phases of test specification, generalization and interpretations, 
and (since the email tasks can only be used for low stakes diagnostic or placement 
decisions) pedagogical interventions. All these parts should work like a chain and as 





of key processes should be enhanced first. To achieve that goal, developing the test 
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Appendix A Scoring Rubric 














































I’m afraid that I 
cannot help, I 
don’t think I can 
help, etc.) or 
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Appendix B Task Directions for Interactive Roleplay Tasks 
Task Directions and Sample Task  
Directions 
Attached to this email, you will find four everyday academic situations that you 
will act out with a test partner. For each, you will be given a description of the situation 
and the role you will play. Keep in mind that you should play the role that you have been 
given, even if the role is unfamiliar to you. Do the best you can. 
After you have read the description of the situation and your role, you will write a 
thread of e-mails with your partner. When you are reading the task descriptions, make 
sure to think about what you would actually write to other partner in this situation. Your 
e-mails will be rated by trained raters and you can get copy of feedback on your e-mails 
if you wish so. 
When you feel that the thread of e-mails is completed, move onto the next task. 
Here is an example of a situation like the ones you will see in the e-mail writing test. You 
and your test partner will be given a different role for the same situation. This is an 
example of what you will see on the actual task sheet.  
Example Task: (Not an actual test item) 
Requesting for a change of group for a group assignment  
You: A university student 
Your audience: Your course Professor 
Situation:  
This semester you are taking too many courses and do not have enough time to 





days, but you are not happy with the contribution of other group members. You feel 
desperate and anxious. So you decided to write an e-mail to your course professor for a 
change of group. 
  Send an email to your Professor and ask for the solutions to this problem by 
requesting him/her to change your group. 
You will write first e-mail. Please respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Role B: You are a university Professor 
Your audience: your student complaining about underperformance of his group fellows 
You have received an e-mail from a student complaining about slack attitude of other 
group members working with him on a group assignment.  You feel that this student is 
doing more work as compared to other group fellows. Write an e-mail to this student to 
empathize with him and offering him/her a group change. 
You should reply to all e-mails sent by this student.  
Your partner will write first. 
Note: The e-mail communication that you create with your partner should 
continue until its natural conclusion (until you feel the conversation is finished. Use 72 
hours starting from tomorrow morning to complete all four tasks.) 
The person A will write first and will move from task to task. The person B will 
respond to e-mails from person A. The directions inside your test will tell you whether 
you are person A or person B. Please mention Task # in the subject line of your e-mail.  
Thanks for your help. Please let me know if you have any questions about procedures for 






Appendix C  Sample Tasks  
Selected four tasks for person A 
Task#1 Complaining about ISSS office representative  
Person A 
Roles: 
You: a student in a hurry at ISSS (International Students and Scholars Services) office 
(Person A) 
             Your partner: a front desk representative at ISSS office  
Situation: 
                 You have been waiting in line at the ISSS office for 15 minutes. You are next 
in line and the ISSS representative calls “Next!” As you go to the counter, you drop the 
pile of papers you were holding. No one helps you. As you are picking papers up, your 
partner, who is in line behind you, stepped forward and ISSS representative entertained 
him/her first. You were ignored and now you have to wait for 10 minutes longer. You are 
frustrated by that experience at ISSS office. You have decided to share your frustration 
through an e-mail to ISSS representative. 
In your e-mail, try to explain to ISSS representative that you should have been 
entertained first and you are really unhappy about this experience.  
You will write first. Please respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Task#2 Complaining about your officemate to your supervisor  
Person A 
You:  New university student (Person A) 






You have a new officemate. Too many of his friends always stand by and talk to 
him for what seems like ages, which is quite distracting for your work that requires 
absolute concentration and precision. You have already mentioned this to him a couple of 
times to no avail. You are annoyed but you don’t want to spoil your professional relation 
with your colleague by having heated argument, so you decided to share it with your lab 
supervisor (Professor) through an e-mail, and request him for an office change. 
Send an email to your supervisor to share your annoyance with your noisy office mate.  
During your e-mail communication, make sure your supervisor know you are annoyed 
with your colleague’s office behavior, and you want to change your office. 
Note: Please try your best to convince your supervisor to act and change the situation.  
You will write first e-mail. Please respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Task#3 Requesting for a grade change  
Role A for Person A 
You: First semester university student (Person A) 
Your partner: Your course professor  
Situation:  
You studied very hard for an exam. After the exam you compared your answers 
with those of your friends and expected to get a score similar to theirs; however, a week 
later you come to know that your score is way below those of your friends. You feel 
embarrassed you have gotten the lowest score among your friends and it would be 
injustice if the professor did not increase your score. You are really anxious about your 





professor through an e-mail, by requesting a grade change so that your course professor 
reconsiders your grade. 
  Send an email to your professor requesting him/her for a possible grade change. 
During your e-mail communication, make sure your professor knows that you are 
anxious about your grades. 
You will write first e-mail. 
Note: Please respond to all of replies from your partner. 
Task #4 Requesting for the class notes for a revision class before final exam  
Role A: Person A 
You: A university student (Person A) 
Your partner: a friend and classmate 
 
Situation:  
This semester you are taking too many classes and missed one important revision 
class before the final exam.  Notes from this missed class can help you with your final 
exam preparations. One of your friend and classmate has attended this important class 
and you have decided to request him to lend you his notes for this important revision 
class. You have decided to request your friends to lend you his/her class notes. 
Please send an email to your friend requesting him/her to borrow you his/her class 
notes.  In your e-mail communication, make sure your partner knows you are really 
worried about exam preparation.  
Note: Please try your best to convince your friend for lending you class notes. 





Appendix D Sample Tasks Continues 
Selected four tasks for person B 
Task#1 ISSS office visit from a new student at UIUC 
 Person B 
You: ISSS front desk representative (Person B) 
Your Partner:  A new international student at UIUC 
Situation: 
It was extremely busy day at ISSS office yesterday. You were helping students 
with their paper work when one student dropped his/her paperwork and took some time 
to collect all his/her papers.  In the meantime, student standing behind him/her stepped 
forward, and you decided to help him/her first to save some time as other student will 
take some time to pick his/her papers up. You do not think there is anything wrong with 
this because you do not want to save everyone’s time. Today you have received an e-mail 
from a student who dropped his/her paper work. 
During your e-mail communication, try to make it clear that you tried to save 
everyone’s time and there is no reason to be upset about your action that day. Please 
respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Your partner will write first. 
Note: Respond to all e-mails form your partner, please. 
 Task #2 Noisy officemate 
Role B (person B) 
You: Academic supervisor of a project (Person B) 






You have recently become the supervisor of a project. You have received an 
email from one of the students working for the project complaining about his noisy 
officemate. As it happens his/her officemate's specialty is a key for the success of the 
project and keeping him/her happy is one of your priorities. You have to calm down the 
unhappy student about his colleagues’ behavior. 
Please reply all the e-mails from this annoyed student and explain he/she should 
tolerate this situation. In your e-mail communication, make it sure you convince your 
student know that there is nothing to be upset about this situation. 
Your partner will write first. 
Note: Respond to all e-mails form your partner, please. 
 
Task #3 Request for a grade change from a student 
Role B (Person B) 
You: A university professor (Person B) 
Your partner: First semester international student  
Situation: 
It is your first semester teaching in a big US university, and you have just 
announced the final scores of a major exam of your students. You receive an email from 
a student requesting about a grade change in the light of his/her exam performance.  You 
re-evaluate his/her exam, but you cannot find any grounds to change the score. Also, you 
need favorable evaluations from the students as their negative comments can affect your 





Write a response email to the student and explain him that he/she got grade according to 
his/her performance and he/she should not be upset about this situation. 
Your partner will write first. 
Note: Respond to all e-mails form your partner, please. 
Task #4 Request for the class notes for a revision class before final exam for a friend 
and class mate 
Role B (Person B) 
You: A university student (Person B) 
Your partner: your good friend and classmate 
Situation: 
Your friend has sent you an email and expects you to lend him/her your class 
notes for a final revision class he/she missed before tomorrow’s final exam. It is not the 
first time that this has happened and to do so can affect your performance in the final 
exam. Therefore, you feel uneasy sharing your class notes before the final exam next day. 
Please reply to your friend’s e-mail and explain you are using your notes for final 
exam preparations.  During your e-mail communication, make sure your friend know that 
you are extremely unhappy, and he/she should change his/her old habit of relying on 
your notes. 








Appendix E Rater’s Manual 
Rater’s Manual for Native Speaker Raters (Adapted from Hudson et.al., 1995) 
Your responsibilities will be to rate non-native speakers (NNS) responses to 
reciprocal task on three-point scales (will be decided soon on the basis of feedback from 
colleagues). A rubric is attached with explanations of different components of pragmatic 
competence.  The scale for rating is a 3-point analytic rating scale. The individual 
descriptors for each level can be seen on the rubric.  While rating each variable, you are 
requested to rate using only the three-point scales. In all of your ratings, you are to use 
your native speaker intuition and reactions.  
As ESL TAs with a great deal of experience with NNS, you might be more 
accepting than other NSs. However, you are not to rate the responses as the all-accepting 
–and –culturally-sensitive-ESL-teacher. Please put off your ESL care giving hat for a 
while. It is assumed that although you might be more accepting of a response than other 
more linguistically or culturally isolated NSs, you will still notice differences in some of 
responses. Please focus on what differences you notice, and using your native speaker 
intuitions, compare it to what you think the NS norms might be.  When relying on your 
NS intuitions, it is assumed that you will employ some type of “range of acceptability”. 
For example you might find that two responses to the same situation are written in 
different e-mail formats, but both appear to be acceptable. In such a case, you should rate 
them as you feel is most appropriate.  
 Do not use what you think you might write as the sole criterion for your ratings. 
For example, you might be someone who uses humor very often in your e-mail 





because they do not include the humor you would use in a given situation. All the tasks 
are interactive reciprocal role plays; you may find it difficult to separate one 
interlocutor’s response from that of their partner.  At times, it will be necessary to take 
the both responses into account when trying to determine a particular candidate’s 
interpretation of intention. However, use your native speaker intuition to determine the 
extent to which one interlocutor’s response is being affected by the other, and adjust your 
ratings accordingly.  Furthermore, while rating, to the best of your ability, judge each 
response independently of the others. Try not to let the other responses influence your 
decision of the responses in question. This might prove difficult. Try to clear your mind 
after each response, thus allowing your native speaker intuition a chance to interact with 
each response without bias from the last one. Make sure to keep the rubric close by, so 


























Appendix F Email Threads 
E-Mail Interchange Information 
Table F.1 Email Interchanges Information for the task#1 ISSS office visit situation 














1 7 4 3 6th   
2 5 3 2 4th  
3 6 3 3 4th  
4 5 3 2 4th  
5 4 2 2 4th  
6 5 3 2 5th  
7 4 2 2 4th  
8 4 2 2 4th  
9 4 2 2 4th  
10 5 3 2 4th  
11 4 2 2 4th  
12 6 3 3 4th  
13 4 2 2 4th  
14 4 2 2 4th  





16 4 2 2 4th  
17 5 3 2 4th  
18 4 2 2 4th  
19 4 2 2 4th  
20 4 2 2 4th  
21 4 2 2 4th  
22 4 2 2 4th  
23 4 2 2 4th  
24 6 3 3 5th  
25 5 3 2 4th  










TableF.2 E-mail interchange for Task#2 Noisy Situation in Office 














1 6 3 3 5th   
2 5 3 2 4th   
3 4 2 2 4th   
4 5 3 2 4th   
5 4 2 2 4th   
6 4 2 2 4th   
7 4 2 2 3rd   
8 4 2 2 4th   
9 4 2 2 4th   
10 5 3 2 4th   
11 4 2 2 4th   
12 4 2 2 4th   
13 4 2 2 4th   
14 5 3 2 4th   
15 4 2 2 3rd   
16 4 2 2 4th   
17 4 2 2 4th   





19 4 2 2 4th   
20 4 2 2 4th   
21 4 2 2 4th   
22 4 2 2 4th   
23 4 2 2 4th   
24 5 3 2 4th   
25 4 2 2 4th   





















Table F.3 E-mail interchange for Task#3 Grading issue with Professor 














1 5 3 2 4th   
2 5 3 2 4th   
3 4 2 2 4th   
4 5 3 2 4th   
5 4 2 2 4th   
6 4 2 2 4th   
7 4 2 2 3rd  
8 4 2 2 4th   
9 4 2 2 4th  
10 5 3 2 4th  
11 4 2 2 4th  
12 4 2 2 4th  
13 4 2 2 4th  
14 4 2 2 4th  
15 4 2 2 3rd  
16 4 2 2 4th  
17 4 2 2 4th  





19 4 2 2 4th  
20 4 2 2 4th  
21 4 2 2 4th  
22 4 2 2 4th  
23 4 2 2 4th  
24 5 3 2 4th  
25 4 2 2 4th  





















Table F.4 E-mail interchange for Task#4 Borrowing class notes for a revision class 














1 6 3 3 5th   
2 5 3 2 4th  
3 5 3 2 4th  
4 5 3 2 4th  
5 4 2 2 4th  
6 4 2 2 4th  
7 4 2 2 3rd  
8 6 3 3 6th  
9 4 2 2 4th  
10 5 3 2 4th  
11 4 2 2 4th  
12 6 3 3 5th  
13 4 2 2 4th  
14 5 3 2 4th  
15 4 2 2 3rd  
16 4 2 2 4th  
17 4 2 2 4th  





19 4 2 2 4th  
20 4 2 2 4th  
21 5 3 2 4th  
22 4 2 2 4th  
23 4 2 2 4th  
24 5 3 2 4th  
25 4 2 2 4th  


















Appendix G Interview Questions 
Semi-structured interview questions 
ESL Administrators: 
1. In relation with the objectives and values of the ESL program, what would be 
pragmatics-related tasks that ESL students are supposed to or ideally should be 
able to accomplish upon completion of the ESL courses?  
2. Do you think we need to include more Pragmatic-related information in our ESL 
classes? In addition to the current objectives in each curriculum, do you think it is 
necessary to add more pragmatics-related tasks (or objectives) in each 
curriculum? If so, what are they? Why or why not?  
3. When you’re interacting with your students, have you experienced any situations 
in which your students were inappropriate especially when they make a request, 
apology, or refusal?  
4. After completing the ESL courses, can you think of pragmatics-related tasks that 

















Appendix H ISSS Officials Interview Questions 
Semi-structured interview questions 
ISSS Administrators: 
1. In relation with the e-mail communication of international students what are some 
of the pragmatic mistakes they often make?  
2. Do you think ISSS need to include more pragmatics-related information in 
orientations for international students (may be some information on your 
website)?  If so, what will be some of the key areas of communication you should 
cover in your orientation sessions or on your website? 
3. When you’re interacting with international students, have you experienced any 
situations in which students were inappropriate especially when they make a 
request, apology, or refusal through e-mail communication?  
4. After joining UIUC, can you think of pragmatics-related tasks that international 
students have to keep working on for their success in email communication with 












Appendix I ESL Instructors Interview Questions 
Interview questions 
ESL Instructors: 
1. Please specify what ESL courses you have already taught?  
2. Do you think it will be good idea to include Pragmatic tasks along with diagnostic 
essay in first week of ESL classes? (One option can be asking students to write an 
e-mail based on some speech act e.g., request, apology, refusal etc. as first 
homework.) 
3. Do you teach Pragmatics in your ESL classes? If yes what aspect of Pragmatic 
skills you cover in your classes.   
4. In relation with the objectives and values of the ESL program, what would be 
pragmatics-related tasks that ESL students are supposed to or ideally should be 
able to accomplish upon completion of the ESL courses?  
5. Do you think we need to include more Pragmatic-related information in our ESL 
classes? In addition to the current objectives in each curriculum, do you think it is 
necessary to add more pragmatics-related tasks (or objectives) in each 
curriculum? If so, what are they? Why or why not?  
6. When you’re interacting with your students, have you experienced any situations 
in which your students were inappropriate especially when they make a request, 
apology, or refusal?  
7. After completing the ESL courses, can you think of pragmatics-related tasks that 
students have to keep working on for their success in academic pursuits? 





Appendix J ESL Student Survey  
ESL Students Survey Questionnaire: 
English Language Use in Academic Settings  
Your Gender: *  
Your Age: *  
Years of stay in USA: *  
Academic Status: *  
Major: *  
ESL course(s) already taken/are taking. *  
• ESL 500 
• ESL 501 
• Both ESL 500 & 501 
Your Country of Origin : *  
First/Native Language: *  
How long (years)have you been learning English?  
Number of years of English instructions that you have received:  
TOEFL/IELTS Score: *  
Other languages that you know and proficiency level 
Please write the name(s) and proficiency level of specific language(s) other than English  






  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Reading  
    
 
[Writing]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Writing  
    
 
[Speaking]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Speaking  
    
 
[Listening]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Listening  
    
 
Language 2  
[Reading]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Reading  
    
 
[Writing]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Writing  







  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Speaking  
    
 
[Listening]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Listening  
    
 
Language 3  
[Reading]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Reading  
    
 
[Writing]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Writing  
    
 
[Speaking]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Speaking  
    
 
[Listening]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Listening  
    
 






  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Reading  
    
 
[Writing]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Writing  
    
 
[Speaking]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Speaking  
    
 
[Listening]  
  Beginner Intermediate Advanced Expert  
Listening  
    
 
 
Weekly use of English and other language(s) 
%age weekly use of English  
%age weekly use of language 1 Please note that this is other than English language which 
you mentioned above  
%age weekly use of language 2 Please note that this is other than English language which 





%age weekly use of language 3 Please note that this is other than English language which 
you mentioned above  
%age weekly use of language 4 Please note that this is other than English language which 
you mentioned above  
In what language are you the most comfotable at this time?  
 
Learning of English 
Age of first exposure to English  
Context of first exposure to English  
• At school 
• Outside School 
• Both 
Were the majority of your English teachers native speakers of English  
• Yes 
• No 
• Both natives and non-natives 
Immersion(s) in an English speaking environment  
 
How many immersions in an English speaking environment do you have?  
• No immersion at all 





• Two immersion 
• Three immersion 
First Immersion 
Age (Years)  
Place  
Context Please specify context of immersion. For example educational, recreational etc 
 





Age (Years)  
Place  
Context Please specify context of immersion. For example educational, recreational etc 
 











Age (Years)  
Place  
Context Please specify context of immersion. For example educational, recreational etc 
 




Communication with class fellows 
1. During discussion you want to know how to appropriately disagree with what 
classmates are saying.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
2. During discussion, sometimes you don’t know how to initiate, clarify, or close the 
conversation. You want to know how to do these during the conversation  





• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
3. During discussion, you want to know how to comment on or compliment classmate’s 
opinions.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
4. During discussion, you want to know how to properly ask a clarification question or a 
relevant question to classmate’s opinions.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
5. When you give peer feedback to your classmate’s writing or speaking, you want to 
know how to give comments or suggestions nicely and appropriately.  
• Not at all necessary 






• Very necessary 
 
Communication with Professors 
1. Imagine you are working with a Professor; you need to refuse some request that you 
received from a professor. You want to know how to politely refuse.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
2. You want to know how to appropriately make a meeting appointment with a professor 
either by e-mail or in person.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
3. You need a recommendation letter to apply for a scholarship. You want to know how 
to politely write an e-mail to professor to request a recommendation letter.  
• Not at all necessary 






• Very necessary 
4. When you want to thank someone such as professor or classmates, you want to know 
how to write a thank you e-mail or card appropriately.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
5. About writing an e-mail to your professor or someone who you have not met, you want 
to know how to appropriately write an e-mail and reply in general.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
6. Possibly you want to suggest something new to your professor about class. So, you 
want to know how to politely express your opinion and suggest new ideas.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 





7. Sometimes professor make cultural jokes that are related with your class contents 
during the class. You want to know how to understand cultural jokes.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
8. When you talk to your Professor, you could not understand the implied meaning. You 
want to know how to politely ask your professor what exactly he/she meant.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
Communication on Campus 
1. Sometimes you need to nicely refuse your friend’s request such as to borrow class 
notes or your laptop. You want to know how to nicely refuse.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 





2. As an international student, sometimes you might have visa problems, which school 
should help you with. You want to learn how to nicely and effectively explain your 
situation to receive your help.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
3. Sometimes you feel that you are overly apologizing to someone. So, you want to know 
how to appropriately apologize.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
4. You want to learn how to appropriately write a cover letter or resume that you might 
need in future to apply for a job.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 





5. Sometimes, you don’t understand when people say something indirectly. You want to 
know how to understand indirect meaning. For example, people indirectly say, “I feel so 
hot in hear” to ask you to open a window of classroom.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 
• Very necessary 
6. You think you don’t know much about culturally or academically appropriate English 
speaking and writing rules. So, you want to know more about appropriate language use in 
academic purposes.  
• Not at all necessary 
• Not necessary 
• Necessary 














Appendix K Test Specifications 
Test Specification Version 0.65 
Title: Items for Re-Envisioning Assessment of Interlanguage pragmatics through 
computer mediated communicative Tasks 
Target (S): Interactive open-ended email responses 
Author: Iftikhar Haider (09/2014) 
Audit-Chain Information: Post-feedback form Fred Davidson, Melissa Bowles, Scott 
Walters, Sunjoo Chung, Stephanie Gillard, Ryan Boyed, and Hamed Zendi. 
Setting: University-level ESL testing program at UIUC. 
Examinee Level: Upper intermediate to very advanced ESL learners. 
General Descriptions of the test 
Introduction 
The test for this study will be designed with a specific setting of ESL classroom 
of a major American university in mind. The audiences of the test are international 
graduate students attending an American university.  First of all this test will be used for 
the research purposes, then later on for teaching, and finally for the assessment of 
pragmatics ability of students in academic e-mail communication.  This test will not be 
designed to assess the speaking, reading, writing and listening skills in English language, 
but rather, its actual purpose is to test pragmatic competence of international students 
through interactive/reciprocal e-mail writing tasks.  The actual rationale of the test is that 
as second language learners here at UIUC they learn communicative skills including 





students’ pragmatic competence plays an important role in their communication in the 
academic setting doing different academic tasks. This test will assess whether target test 
takers are able to perform certain e-mail based tasks in a pragmatically appropriate way 
or not.  
 Each task will be designed to measure pragmatic proficiency in English as second 
language, regardless of how it has been acquired.  This test is designed for the second 
language learners so it can’t be used for native users of English language. 
Assessment Context 
 The English as Second Language (ESL) writing courses in the department of 
Linguistics at University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign are selected to seek the 
objectives of this study. The ESL program provides ESL writing and ESL pronunciation 
courses to the international students studying at UIUC. The curriculum of different ESL 
courses for graduate and undergraduate students is task based and all the students are 
required to take English Proficiency Test (EPT) before the enrollment in different ESL 
courses.   On the basis of their EPT scores students are placed into different ESL sections. 
There is lot of research on different aspects of EPT including the evolution of EPT, issues 
in the EPT development (Davidson & Cho, 2001), valid placement issues (Kokhan, 
2010). However, there is no research on the assessment of pragmatic needs of ESL 
student population.  So, this assessment context is ideal for this study.  
General Objective 
In this test of pragmatics students will write e-mails to each other in pairs using 





students’ e-mails should demonstrate their ability to produce pragmatically appropriate e-
mail in academic settings.  
Specific Objectives 
The specific abilities/skills being assessed in this test are: 
a. Grammatical Accuracy/Clarity of message and content 
b. Sociolinguistic appropriateness 
c. Sociocultural appropriateness 
d. Psychological appropriateness 
e. The use of polite formulaic expressions 
Explanation of the five objectives (Adapted from Grabowski, 2009; Purpura, 2004) 
Grammatical Accuracy (Purpura, 2004) 
• Knowledge of grammatical form relates to the formation of words, phrases, 
sentences, lexical forms, morpho-syntactic forms, cohesive forms, information 
management forms, interactional forms, and how all these attributes contribute to 
the clarity of message and content of e-mails.  
• Precision with respect to the range, and complexity of grammatical forms 
In other words, grammatical accuracy assesses test takers ability to demonstrate 
grammatical precision with respect to different grammatical forms in the target language 
use.  
Sociolinguistics Appropriateness (Purpura, 2004) 
• Social identity markers of age, gender, status, and group. 
• Cultural identity markers e.g. dialect, nativeness. 





• Social norms, preferences, and expectations 
• Register variation e.g. modalities and genres 
 
In simple words sociolinguistics appropriateness assesses test takers ability to write 
academic e-mails by analyzing what they can write to whom (e.g., gender, age, status) 
where, when by using appropriate registers, politeness markers and certain social markers 
in the target speech community. 
Sociocultural Appropriateness (Purpura, 2004) 
• Cultural meanings (e.g., references, metaphor, figurative meanings) 
• Cultural norms, preferences, and expectations (e.g., naturalness, formulaic 
expressions, collocations) 
• Modality preferences (speaking or writing) 
• Formality, directness and politeness 
In simple words sociocultural appropriateness assesses test takers ability to write an 
academic e-mail by analyzing what they can say in this culture/speech community by 
adhering to the norms, assumptions, expectations, and cultural markers.  
Psychological Appropriateness (Purpura, 2004) 
• Attitude/tone indicating sarcasm, irony, understatement, humor, deference, 
criticism 
• Affect indicating anger, patience 
In simple words psychological appropriateness assesses test takers ability to use 
appropriate affective stance to convey the psychological meanings, e.g., emotions, 





The Use of Polite Formulaic Expressions (Yamashita, 2008; Bardovi-Harlig, 2009) 
The use of polite formulaic expressions is an important performance indicator for 
the assessment of second language pragmatics.  The communicative email role play tasks 
presented in the current study offers a mean of assessing test takers’ ability to use polite 
formulaic expressions appropriately.  The polite formulaic expressions are those phrases, 
“shared by a community and used in specific social or discourse context” (Bardovi-
Harlig, 2009).  Appropriate use of these expressions in email communication may 
indicate pragmatic proficiency of test takers. 
 Instruments for Needs Analysis 
For the first stage of data collection, separate semi-structured interview questions 
were developed for ESL instructors (see Appendix I), ESL administrators (see Appendix 
G) and ISSS officers (see Appendix H).  Questions for ESL instructors and administrators 
were based on potential pragmatic tasks for the graduate-level ESL population and 
whether these tasks can relate with the current ESL curriculum or syllabus. Instructors 
and administrators were also asked to share their perceptions about the necessity of 
pragmatic instruction for email communication and whether they experienced any 
pragmatically-inappropriate email communication from their students.  On the basis of 
information collected from these stakeholders, a questionnaire for students was designed. 
The students’ questionnaire was comprised of 19 academic situations in which pragmatic 
knowledge was explicitly involved (see appendix J).   
 Needs Analysis Results 
Ellis (2003) defines needs analysis as follows, “a procedure for establishing the 





language will be used and the communicative purposes it will be put to.” (p.345). The 
first step in test development for assessment of pragmatics performance was to conduct a 
needs analysis so that test tasks match the assessment use argument goals (Bachman & 
Palmer, 2010) of our graduate-level ESL writing program. Needs analysis also helped to 
develop suitable procedures for test administration and data collection. It is essential to 
mention here that tasks used in this study were only prototypes, because there is no 
specific pragmatics curriculum for ESL writing classes at UIUC, and test tasks were 
developed by following second language proficiency models, rather than following the 
routine practice of addressing a specialized curriculum. The population for needs analysis 
was composed of ESL administrators, ESL TAs, ISSS assistant directors and advanced-
level ESL learners in different graduate level ESL writing courses at UIUC. This needs 
analysis population was in line with Davidson and Lynch’s (2002) call for involving all 
stakeholders influencing the “mandate” or “constellation of forces which help to decide 
what will be tested and to shape the actual content of the test” (p.77).  
The results of needs analysis show that there were mixed opinions about possible 
inclusion of pragmatics in graduate-level ESL writing courses. When the ESL program 
director was asked about what pragmatic tasks graduate ESL students should accomplish 
upon completion of ESL classes, he responded, “Since the service courses are meant to 
prepare the students for what they will experience in school here, and perhaps in future 
English interaction, ideally the ESL courses would expose students to tasks related to 
items like requests, refusals, apologies, invitations, and a wide range of speech acts that 
they might use in school or in future careers”. In response to the same question the ESL 





task and asserted that a student should “demonstrate confidence in their ability to express 
themselves in an English-speaking, academic-medium environment”. Administrators 
were also asked if we need to include more pragmatics-related tasks in our ESL 
curriculum. The ESL program director replied “This is actually a tricky question.  Of 
course ideally I’d love to include a great deal of information related to pragmatics.  
However, I suppose that would mean that we would have to cut other information.  Since 
most of our classes are focused on ESL Writing, for English Academic Writing, it would 
be quite difficult to cut back on the current materials to get something new in.  This, of 
course, is always the tricky part!” The ESL coordinator responded, “I don't necessarily 
think we need to include pragmatics, but I do think we need to continue to work toward 
connecting our materials to our objectives. Quality is more important than quantity here, 
and adding more to an already full curriculum is not going to help the students”. The ESL 
program director and coordinator consider pragmatics as an important area but these 
cannot be included in current curricula at the cost of other ESL writing skills.  
Administrators were asked if they have experienced inappropriate e-mail pragmatics from 
ESL students. Both the director and the coordinator confirmed that it always happens.  
The ESL coordinator stated, “Yes, there are always e-mail situations like this, especially 
when you work as an administrator and especially when you work with internationals”. 
ESL director cited one e-mail in his response, “Most definitely.  I often tell the story of 
an email I received from a student from Japan that went like this: 






78% on my third essay?  79% in the class overall?  I do not think so.  We must meet this 
week to decide how to change my grade. Grammatically correct?  Yes. Pragmatically 
correct?  No, no, no!!” 
In response to final question of how ESL students can improve pragmatics 
knowledge, the ESL director asserted, “I think one of the most important things they need 
to do, as with writing and speaking in general, is to practice pragmatic skills.  Whether it 
is with friends, in courses, or even by carefully watching TV programs, attaining correct 
pragmatic production can only be accomplished via both noticing and 
production/practice”. This assertion is in line with Schmit’s (1990) argument that 
noticing is a necessary prerequisite for language learning. Ellis (2003) considers noticing 
an important cognitive process that involves paying attention to linguistic form in the 
input learners receive and the output they produce.  I believe ESL students have limited 
opportunities to have conscious processing of pragmatics’ input and also they don’t get 
any feedback on their pragmatic performance out of classes. So, inclusion of pragmatics 
in ESL courses may help them enhance their pragmatic competence. The ESL 
coordinator responded to this question in these words, “Students, beyond the course, need 
to be responsible for their own continued (and I hope life-long) learning process. All of 
the pragmatic skills will require continued effort on the part of the learner to achieve 
continued success”.  These responses show that both administrators often confront 
inappropriate e-mail pragmatics but do not think it is important to include pragmatic tasks 
in an already packed ESL writing curriculum.  
ISSS officers also have mixed observations about e-mail communication with 





pragmatic mistakes in email communication. One ISSS officer answered this question as 
follows: “For the most part, international students are quite direct in their communication 
and seem to know what they want when emailing the ISSS office, it is difficult to 
remember such mistakes”. Another officer said, “Some students will ask multipart 
questions in e-mails, which are more appropriately discussed in an appointment. It is not 
always easy to tell when this situation arises. If this is the case, the student will be made 
aware of it and asked to come in for an appointment”. ISSS officers also have mixed 
opinions on frequency of pragmatic mistakes in e-mail communication with international 
students. One officer stated he could only remember few cases, whereas another officer 
mentioned many instances of inappropriate e-mail communication where students were 
using commands rather than polite requests.  One of the two officers asserted, “Some 
requests may just be impossible to do if regulations do not permit it and staff will try to 
make sure students understand this in the e-mail, student tend to be a little impolite in 
such situations”.  These responses show that ISSS officers have mixed observations about 
the pragmatic appropriateness of e-mail communication with international students. They 
believe students do make pragmatic mistakes in their e-mail communication e.g., many 
students use direct commands and make impossible requests but ISSS officers do not 
remember frequency of such pragmatic mistakes. 
ESL TAs shared a wide range of opinions related to pragmatic needs of ESL 
students at UIUC.  Fourteen of 18 ESL TAs mentioned email communication as an 
important area to be included in the ESL writing curriculum. Many TAs mentioned this 
because email communication is a widely used medium of communication on campus, so 





using pseudonyms for ESL TAs. In the first question on the questionnaire TAs were 
asked to share their opinions about including pragmatic tasks along with the diagnostic 
essay in the first week of ESL writing classes. Betty responded, “Frankly, I do not think it 
is necessary to include Pragmatic tasks along with diagnostic essay. The whole 
curriculum for 501, for instance, is designed to have them learn the advanced academic 
writing skills and most of them only need some practice. However, I think it might be 
useful to include some aspects of pragmatics in lower level classes and undergraduate 
courses”. Eight TAs reported they would like to include pragmatic tasks along with the 
diagnostic essay. Carola, representing this group reported, “Yes, extremely helpful. I find 
my students are lacking in this area- i.e. they do not know how to write an email. Also, 
they express that they want to be taught these things”. TAs were asked about whether 
they teach pragmatics in their ESL classes. In response to question 5, TAs mentioned 
they do not have time to teach any pragmatics as courses are already full of other 
information. Only two TAs reported they teach pragmatics if such situations arise in their 
classes. John said, “Not really. I have taught academic emails before, but I rarely find 
time in the semester to do this. It’s not a topic that you can cover for less than a full class 
if you actually want students to retain the key aspects”. Robert reported, “Not 
specifically, but I’ve considered teaching an email-writing class and may do that this 
semester”. Kim mentioned there is a clear need to include e-mail pragmatics: “ I noticed 
that some of my students had  no idea of how to write formal e-mails of apology or 
request to their Professors /Instructors. I explained the proper format of such letters to 





ESL instructors were asked to share their views about what pragmatic tasks could 
be taught in ESL writing classes. The responses from ESL TAs pertain to general 
observations about pragmatic failure and did not give explicit suggestions for specific 
tasks to improve pragmatic failure in email communication of international students at 
UIUC. Ten out of eighteen instructors reported e-mail communication- related tasks 
should be included in an ESL writing curriculum. Karim said, “ESL courses at UIUC 
focus on academic writing. Consequently, the pragmatic requirements that arise as a 
result of this are narrower. There are two areas that need focus:  a. writing related (e.g. 
emails), b. classroom interaction requirements”. Drake reported, “Students frequently 
communicate with their professors via e-mail and have been observed to make pragmatic 
mistakes frequently, coming from a different culture. This may leave a bad impression of 
their professors, which may negatively affect their relationship. Students also frequently 
work in groups with people from other cultures and have had misunderstandings towards 
each other because of some pragmatic mistakes they make when giving feedback”. 
Debby asked for proper needs analysis to confirm whether students need more 
pragmatics-related instruction in ESL classes or not. She also stated, “It depends on the 
needs of the students. Ideally a needs analysis of students taking a class in relation to the 
purpose of the class should be part of the curriculum development. If students 
demonstrate the need for a boost in pragmatic competence, then pragmatics comes into 
play”. Jenkin reported pragmatic tasks do not fit in our syllabus, arguing, “No, I don’t 
think so, unless we do a pretty serious overhaul of the syllabus. The courses seem very 
tight, i.e., hard to cover everything, as it is. Trying to add in a unit or several days of 





integrated class one that covers a wider pool of information”. The majority of ESL TAs 
appears to agree that inclusion of a unit on pragmatics can help our ESL population, the 
researcher also tend to agree with them. Even though graduate students at UIUC come 
from good academic backgrounds, still the researcher believe pragmatics should be part 
of ESL syllabus. If it is difficult to include one complete unit then at least may be one 
lesson on e-mail pragmatics can be handy for our graduate ESL students for the 
improvement of their e-mail communication. 
Twelve TAs reported they experienced pragmatically inappropriate 
communication from their students, four TAs reported they never had such situation and 
two could not recall if it ever happened to them. Robert reported, “Yes, my students often 
tell me too much information. Or request material that can sound like a demand. They 
also cannot properly structure an email. While this is understandable in our classes, other 
teachers may not be so forgiving. Even as an undergrad myself, we were taught how to 
properly structure an email to a professor that was something as native speakers we did 
not even know how to do”. Similarly Andy argues, “All the time, most students don’t 
realize that they are being demanding or rude with their requests, but this isn’t just 
concerning writing. In person, or by email, students often make inappropriate requests 
that could be offensive to someone who is not an ESL teacher. However, this could be 
covered in a whole separate class”. Becky has a contrasting view: “I have not 
experienced this yet. It could be because I’m older and therefore command more respect, 
but I suspect it’s more because the students are serious about their education and the 
cultures that (most of them) come from place a high degree of importance on education 





general and email pragmatics in particular but the ESL curriculum needs some alignment 
to include these skills in already packed syllabi.  
 ESL Students’ Needs Analysis Results 
There were three sections in the ESL student questionnaire. Each section deals 
with specific sociopragmatic situations, including communication with professors, 
communication with peers and finally, general campus-related communication including 
with the ISSS office. Descriptive statistics for three sections are given in the tables below.  
Table K1 depicts descriptive statistics for each sociopragmatic task related to the 
language use needs of ESL students with their professors. The means for all items 
ranging from 1.7 to 2.0 on a scale from 1 to 4, in which ‘1’was very necessary and ‘4’ for 
not at all necessary. Values for standard deviations depict moderately reasonable 
dispersion of scores, and the values for Skewness and Kurtosis are within the 
acceptablerange (i.e. ±2.0). Most of the student participants reported that they needed to 
know more about how to write appropriate e-mails to their professors in different 
academic situations. This task was also mentioned by other stakeholders in semi-
structured interviews with them; it is important to mention here that e-mail 
communication is not part of syllabi for ESL 500, ESL 501, and ESL 507 at UIUC. 
Table K.1 Communication with Professors (N=76) 
Variable Mean Std 
Dev 
Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Refusal e-mails 1.7 0.9 1.0 -0.1 1.0 
Appointment e-mails 2.0 1.0 2.0 -0.8 0.5 
Recommendation letter e-mails 1.7 0.8 2.0 0.3 1.0 
Appropriate thank you e-mails 2.0 0.9 2.0 -0.8 0.5 





Polite expression of opinion in class 
discussion 
1.8 0.8 2.0 -0.4 0.6 
Understanding cultural jokes 1.7 0.9 1.5 0.5 1.1 
Understanding implied meanings 1.8 0.9 2.0 -0.7 0.6 
 
Table K.2 depicts descriptive statistics for each sociopragmatic task related to the 
language use needs of ESL students with respect to their communication with peers. The 
means for all items ranging from 1.8 to 2.1 on a scale from 1 to 4, in which ‘1’ was very 
necessary and ‘4’not at all necessary. Values for standard deviations depict a moderately 
reasonable dispersion of scores ranging from 0.8 to 0.9, and the values for Skewness and 
Kurtosis are within the acceptable range (i.e. ±2.0). Most of the student participants 
reported they needed to know more about how to communicate appropriately to their 
peers in different academic situations.  
Table K.2 Communication with Peers 
Variable N Mean Std Dev Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Disagreement 76 2.1 0.8 2.0 -0.4 0.4 
Openings and Closings 76 2.1 0.9 2.0 -0.4 0.5 
Compliments 76 2.0 0.9 2.0 0.0 0.7 
Clarification questions 76 2.0 0.9 2.0 -0.1 0.6 
Peer feedback 76 1.8 0.8 2.0 0.0 0.7 
 
Table K.3 depicts descriptive statistics for each sociopragmatic task related to the 
language use needs of ESL students with respect to on-campus general communication. 
The means for all items range from 1.6 to 2.1 on a scale from 1 to 4, in which ‘1’ was 
very necessary and ‘4’ was not at all necessary. Values for standard deviations depict 
moderately reasonable dispersion of scores, and the values for Skewness and Kurtosis are 





within acceptable range (i.e. ±2.0). Most of the student participants reported that they 
needed to know more about how to communicate effectively in general-on campus 
different academic situations. The task of how to write an appropriate cover letter/ CV 
received the highest mean (at 1.6), and is a topic that was also mentioned by other 
stakeholders, e.g., ESL TAs in semi-structured interviews.  
Table K.3 General on Campus Communication (N=76) 
Variable Mean Std 
Dev 
Median Kurtosis Skewness 
Appropriate peer’s refusals 2.1 1.0 2.0 -0.7 0.5 
Appropriate communication with ISSS 
office  
2.0 1.0 2.0 -0.6 0.6 
Appropriate apologies 1.9 0.9 2.0 -0.4 0.7 
Appropriate cover letter/CV 1.6 0.8 1.0 1.2 1.3 
Understanding implied meanings 1.9 0.8 2.0 0.1 0.7 
Appropriate cross cultural communication 1.7 0.8 2.0 0.5 0.9 
 
The above results show that ESL students perceive pragmatic tasks related to 
communication with professors, peers, and that general on-campus communication is an 
important part of language use, and something that students want to know more about. 
Sample tasks: 
Task#1 
Asking for the class notes for a revision class before final exam (High stakes & high 
social bond = Moderate difficulty) 
Role A 
You: A university student 






This semester you are taking too many classes and missed one important revision 
class before the final exam.  This missed class can help you with your final exam 
preparations.  
 Send an email to your friend and ask for the class notes. 
Note: Please try your best to convince your friend for lending you class notes. 
Role B 
You: a university student 
Your partner: your friend and classmate 
Situation: 
Your friend has sent you an email and expects you to lend him your class notes for a final 
revision class he missed before the final exam. It is not the first time this has happed and 
to do so can affect your performance in the final exam. Therefore, you feel uneasy 
sharing your class notes before final exam tomorrow. 
 Please reply your friend’s e-mail and explain how you are using your notes for final 
exam preparations. 
Task#2 
Malfunctioning AV equipment (high stakes & low social bond = very difficult) 
Role A 
You: A university student 
Your partner: Department secretary  
Situation:  
Yesterday, you checked out an expensive video projector from your department to use for 





teammates to return it to the department. After a few days you received an email from the 
department holding you responsible for the breakdown of the equipment. You feel 
annoyed by people jumping into conclusion too soon. 
 Send an email to secretary of the department and explain the situation.  
Role B 
You: a part time secretary at your department  
Your partner: A university student  
Situation: 
An expensive video projector has been check out from the department but now it is 
malfunctioning.  You are responsible for lending AV equipment and this is not a good 
thing to have happed on your first week at work. 
Write an email to the last student who has check out the video projector and ask him to 
pay the repair fee.  
 Task#3 
Asking for the solution for an assignment (Low stakes & high social bond = very 
easy) 
Role A 
You: A university student 
Your partner: a friend and classmate 
Situation:  
This semester you are taking too many courses and do not have enough time to complete 
all your assignments. There is a particular assignment that is due in a few days, but you 





 Send an email to your friend and ask for the solutions to the problems. 
Role B 
You: a university student 
Your partner: your friend and classmate 
Situation: 
Your friend has sent you an email and expects you to give him/her the solution to a 
particular assignment that is due soon. It is not the first time this has happed and to do so 
is against student code of honor. Therefore you feel uneasy. 
First read your friends email and in the reply persuade your friend s/he has to change 
their behavior. 
Task #4 
Asking for a change of group for a group assignment (High stakes & low social bond 
= difficult task) 
You: A university student 
Your audience: Your course Professor 
Situation:  
This semester you are taking too many courses and do not have enough time to 
complete all your assignments. There is a particular group assignment that is due in a few 
days, but you are not happy with the contribution of other group members. You feel 
desperate and anxious. So you decided to write an e-mail to your course professor for a 
change of group. 
 Send an email to your Professor and ask for the solutions to the problems by requesting 





Role B: You are a university Professor 
 You have received an e-mail from a student complaining about slack attitude of 
other group members working with him on a group assignment.  You feel that student is 
doing more work as compared to other group fellows. Write an e-mail to this student to 
empathize with him and offering him/her a group change. 
You should reply to all e-mails sent by this student.  
Task #5 
 Complaining about underperformance of your group members 
You: A university student 
Your audience: Your course Professor 
Situation:  
This semester you are taking too many courses and do not have enough time to complete 
all your assignments. There is a particular group assignment that is due in a few days, but 
you are not happy with the contribution of other group members. You feel desperate and 
anxious. So you decided to write an e-mail to your course professor to complain that you 
are upset with the underperformance of your group members. 
 Send an email to your Professor and ask for the solutions to the problems by 
complaining him/her about careless behavior of other group members. 
Task #6 
Complaining about considerable delays in the processing of your I-20 
You: A university student 






                  You have recently applied for extension of your I-20 form, there is 
considerable delay in the processing of your request. You have already reserved a ticket 
for travelling to your country, you are bit worried whether you will be able to get your 
extended I-20 before actual date of travelling.  
   Send an e-mail to ISSS assistant director complaining about considerable delays 
in the processing of your extended I-20.  Please make it sure ISSS representative know 
that you are frustrated by the situation. 
Task#7 
Refusing your professor’s request one of your class fellow in his/her research 
project 
You: A university Student 
Your audience: Your course professor 
Situation: 
       You have received an e-mail from your course professor who requested you to help 
one of your class mate, you are extremely busy and cannot help this student. Write an e-
mail to refuse the request of professor. 
Task #8 
Complaining about recent grade (high stakes & low social bond = very difficult) 
Role A 
You: A university student 






You studied very hard for a final exam. After the exam you compared your answers with 
those of your friends and expected to get a score similar to theirs; however, a week later 
you understand that your score is way below those of your friends. You feel embarrassed 
you have gotten the lowest score among your friends and it would be injustice if the 
professor did not increase your score. 
Send an email to your professor and ask for a better score.  
Note: You need to respond to all of the replies. 
Role B 
You: a university professor’s TA 
Your partner: your student  
Situation: 
It is the end of semester and you have just announced the final scores of your students. 
You receive an email from a student complaining about a score.  You reevaluate his/her 
paper but you cannot find any grounds to increase the score. Also, you need favorable 
evaluations from the students as reflected by their comments on your university webpage 
therefore you need to be cautious. 
Write an email to the student and explain the situation. 
Note: You need to respond to all the replies.  
Task #9 
Requesting an alternate date from a company’s HR officer for a job interview 
Your role: University student about to graduate 






This is your final semester; you are applying for jobs in different companies. Recently 
you have received an interview call for a job in a company but date of interview clashes 
with actual date of your final exam. Your course Professor is really firm about his 
schedule and you know he won’t be changing already announced date of final exam for 
you. The only option is to ask company to change your interview date. Please write an e-
mail to human resource officer of this company to request him to offer you an alternate 
day for your interview.  
Task #10 
Your role: University Student in America 
Recipient: Your classmate 
Situation: 
Last week, by mistake you put a course book of one of your class mate in your 
bag.  You knew that your classmate was looking for it and was really upset about losing 
the book just before final exam. Today you were trying to search some pages from your 
bag, and surprisingly you come across book of your classmate. You know that how 
important that book was for final exam, so write an e-mail to your classmate explaining 
him what exactly happened and how you do feel about it now. 
Task #11 
You’re: Graduate student at the major U.S. University 
Recipient: President of your university 
Situation: 
You are working on your doctoral dissertation on educational leadership in the 





busy and has a very tight schedule. You still want to ask president to spare half an hour 
for your interview. Please write an e-mail to the president of your university asking 
him/her to spare half an hour for your interview.  
Task #12 
You’re: Newly arrived international student 
Recipient: Your class professor 
Situation: 
 This is your first semester in an American university. You are working on a major 
assignment due next week and your computer broke down because of a virus. From your 
class interaction, you know that one of your professors is really skillful at fixing 
computers. You also know that he/she has been really busy recently, but you still want to 
ask him to request your computer. Please write an e-mail to same class professor asking 
him to if he/she can fix your computer.  
Prompt attributes 
The tasks are in role-paly format performed between two interlocutors. Each task has two 
parts. The first part is the role description of person A and the second part is the role 
description of person B. The role descriptions should complement each other. 
Both parts of the tasks should have the following format:  
• Role code i.e., A or B and a brief role information for both A and B e.g.,  
Role A      Role B 
You: A student    You: A teacher 
The other person: Your teacher   The other person: Your student  





o The descriptions for A and B are different (see the example) 
▪ A conflict of interest should be between A and B 
▪ The whole task should be edgy 
• Stakes of pragmatic appropriacy should be inferred  
• Degree of social bond (social distance) should be made 
clear  
▪ Power distribution should be considered 
o Explain the context e.g., the shared history of the interlocutors 
o Facilitate inferring the sociolinguistic context. To elicit sociolinguistic 
meaning provide more information about the social relationship between 
the interlocutors   
o Facilitate inferring the sociocultural context  
o Facilitate inferring the psychological stance of the role e.g., nervousness, 
anger etc. (Do we need to use adjectives to hint the psychological stance in 
the prompt or mere description is enough?) 
• A prompt about what the test-taker has to do given the situation. It should be clear 
from the prompt what specific speech act should be performed, but this is not 
explicitly mentioned in the prompt. 
• A note about who will start first and how long the activity should continue. 
• The roles should complement each other but the interlocutors only receive a 
prompt detailing their roles only.  
• there should be a training exercise before the main test  





• there should be a speech act to be performed e.g. request, refusal, etc.  
• the power distribution should be clear 
• the stakes of pragmatic appropriacy and degree of social bond (social distance) 
should be made clear in the instructions  
• the prompts should produce pragmatically rich and sufficient data for scoring 
Directions 
• context is given e.g., the shared history of the interlocutors 
• The directions should explicitly mention that the test taker should show the 
psychological sate such as nervousness, anger etc. 
• To elicit sociolinguistic meaning give information about the social relationship 
between the interlocutors   
• Speech act should not be mentioned explicitly in the task prompt 
Sample e-mail message to be sent to the study participants 
Person A 
              I hope you are having great weekend. I am sending you directions to participate 
and tasks for writing few e-mails for my study. I have paired you up with another 
research participant; his e-mail address is given here: 
Flalex06@yahoo.fr 
You are person A in this study which means you will write first e-mail for all four tasks 
to your partner. 
Please expect reply e-mails from him, he will wait for your first mail to move from task 
to task. You have 72hours starting from tonight 9:00 PM to complete all four tasks.  





Please let me know if you have more questions about your participation in this study. 







               I hope you are having great day. I am sending you directions to participate as 
well as tasks for writing few e-mails for my study. I have paired you up with another 
research participant; her e-mail address is given here: 
 raj@gmail.com 
You are person B in this study which means you will only reply to e-mails from another 
research participant. Please read directions for participation attached to this mail for more 
information on your role in this research. 
Please expect e-mails from your partner, she will move from task to task. You have 
72hours starting from tomorrow morning 9:00 AM to complete all four tasks. Please 
don’t forget to CC all e-mail communication to Haider3@illinois.edu 









Task Directions and Sample Task  
Directions 
Attached to this mail, you will find four everyday academic situations that you 
will act out with a test partner. For each, you will be given a description of the situation 
and the role you will play. Keep in mind that you should play the role that you have been 
given, even if the role is unfamiliar to you. Do the best you can. 
After you have read the description of the situation and your role, you will write a 
thread of e-mails with your partner. When you are reading the task descriptions, make 
sure to think about what you would actually write to other partner in this situation. Your 
e-mails will be rated by trained native speaking raters and you can get copy of feedback 
on your e-mails if you wish so. Please don’t forget to CC your e-mails to me at 
Haider3@illinois.edu 
When you feel that the thread of e-mails is completed, the person A will move 
onto the next task. Person A will initiate all tasks with first e-mail whereas person B will 
respond to all e-mails from Person A. Similarly, person A will move from task to task as 
he/she will write the first e-mail.  
Here is an example of a situation like the ones you will see in the e-mail writing 
test. You and your test partner will be given a different role for the same situation. This is 
an example of what you will see on the actual task sheet.  
Example Task: (Not an actual test item) 
Requesting for a change of group for a group assignment  
You: A university student 






This semester you are taking too many courses and do not have enough time to 
complete all your assignments. There is a particular group assignment that is due in a few 
days, but you are not happy with the contribution of other group members. You feel 
desperate and anxious. So you decided to write an e-mail to your course professor for a 
change of group. 
  Send an email to your Professor and ask for the solutions to this problem by 
requesting him/her to change your group. 
You will write first e-mail. Please respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Role B: You are a university Professor 
Your audience: your student complaining about underperformance of his group fellows  
You have received an e-mail from a student complaining about slack attitude of 
other group members working with him on a group assignment.  You feel that this 
student is doing more work as compared to other group fellows. Write an e-mail to this 
student to empathize with him and offering him/her a group change. 
You should reply to all e-mails sent by this student.  
Your partner will write first. 
Note: The e-mail conversation that you create with your partner should continue 
until its natural conclusion (until you feel the conversation is finished. Use as much time 
as you need.) 
The person A will write first and will move from task to task. The person B will 
respond to e-mails from person A. The directions inside your test will tell you whether 





Thanks for your help. Please let me know if you have any questions about procedures for 
writing e-mails for this study. 
Best Wishes, 
Iftikhar Haider 
Graduate student Linguistics 
Four Selected Tasks for Person A 
Task#1 Complaining about ISSS office representative  
Person A 
Roles: 
            You: a student in a hurry at ISSS (International Students and Scholars Services) 
office (Person A) 
             Your Partner: a representative at ISSS office 
Situation: 
                 You have been waiting in line at the ISSS office for 15 minutes. You are next 
in line and the ISSS representative calls “Next!” As you go to the counter, you drop the 
pile of papers you were holding. No one helps you. As you are picking papers up, your 
partner, who is in line behind you, stepped forward and ISSS representative entertained 
him/her first. You were ignored and now you have to wait for 10 minutes longer. 
In your e-mail, try to complain to ISSS representative that you should have been 
entertained first. 
Your partner has been given his own role and situation information to respond to your e-
mail.  





Task#2 Complaining about your officemate to your supervisor  
Person A 
You: A university student (Person A) 
Your partner: Your supervisor  
Situation: 
You have new officemate. Too many of his friends always stand by and talk to him for 
what seems like ages, which is quite distracting for your work that requires absolute 
concentration and precision. You have already mentioned this to him a couple of times to 
no avail. You are annoyed but you don’t want to spoil your professional relation with 
your colleague by having heated argument, so you decided to complain to your 
supervisor about it. 
Send a complaint email to your supervisor.  
Note: Please try your best to convince your supervisor to act and change the situation.  
You will write first e-mail. Please respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Task#3 Requesting for a grade change  
Role A for Person A 
You: A university student (Person A) 
Your partner: Your course professor  
Situation:  
You studied very hard for a final exam. After the exam you compared your 
answers with those of your friends and expected to get a score similar to theirs; however, 
a week later you come to know that your score is way below those of your friends. You 





injustice if the professor did not increase your score. Request your course professor to 
change your grade as you have done well in this exam. 
Send an email to your professor requesting him/her for a better grade. 
You will write first e-mail. 
Note: Please respond to all of the replies. 
Task #4 Requesting for the class notes for a revision class before final exam  
Role A: Person A 
You: A university student (Person A) 
Your partner: a friend and classmate 
Situation:  
This semester you are taking too many classes and missed one important revision 
class before the final exam.  Notes from this missed class can help you with your final 
exam preparations. One of your friend and classmate has attended this important class 
and you have decided to request him to lend you his notes for this important revision 
class. 
Please send an email to your friend and request him for the class notes. 
Note: Please try your best to convince your friend for lending you class notes. 
You will write first to your partner. Please respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Four Selected Tasks for Person B 
Task#1 Complaining about ISSS office representative from a student at UIUC 
 Person B 
You: ISSS Representative (Person B) 





Situation:   
               It was very busy day at ISSS office yesterday. You were helping students with 
their paper work when one student dropped his/her paperwork and took some time to 
collect all his/her papers.  In the meantime, student standing behind him/her stepped 
forward and you decided to help him first to save some time as other student will take 
some time to pick his/her papers up. You don’t think there is anything wrong with this 
because you don’t want to waste any more time. Today you have received an e-mail of 
complaint from student who dropped his/her paper work. 
During your e-mail conversation, try to make it clear that you tried to save 
everyone’s time. Please respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Your partner will write first. 
Task #2 Request for an office change 
Role B (person B) 
You: Academic supervisor of a project (Person B) 
Your partner: A university student working for a project. 
Situation: 
You have recently become the supervisor of a project. You have received an 
email from one of the students working for the project requesting an office change due to 
noisy behavior of his officemate. As it happens his officemate’s specialty is a key for the 
success of the project and keeping him happy is one of your priorities. You have to calm 
down the student.  
Please reply to the students’ e-mail and explain he/she should tolerate the situation. 






Task #3 Request for a grade change from a student 
Role B (Person B) 
You: a university professor (Person B) 
Your partner: your student  
Situation: 
It is the end of semester and you have just announced the final scores of your 
students. You receive an email request from a student requesting about a grade revision 
in the light of his/her exam performance.  You re-evaluate his/her paper but you cannot 
find any grounds to increase the score. Also, you need favorable evaluations from the 
students as their negative comments can affect your future employability by your 
department therefore you need to be cautious.  
Write a response email to the student and request him that he/she got grade 
according to his/her performance and he/she should understand the situation. 
Your partner will write first. 
 Note: Please respond to all of the replies.  
Task #4 Request for the class notes for a revision class before final exam for a friend 
and class mate 
Role B (Person B) 
You: a university student (Person B) 






Your friend has sent you an email and requests you to lend him your class notes 
for a final revision class he missed before the final exam. It is not the first time this has 
happed and to do so can affect your performance in the final exam. Therefore you feel 
uneasy sharing your class notes before final exam tomorrow. 
Please reply your friend’s e-mail and explain how you are using your notes for final exam 
preparations.  
Please respond to all e-mails from your partner. 
Response attributes  
Scoring 
• What constitutes a pragmatically appropriate response? Grammar, pragmatics 
(sociolinguistic, sociocultural, psychological, rhetorical) 
• The responses will be marked down if test-takers do not show right psychological 
stance e.g., the emotions. 
•  the performance should be in accordance to the target cultural norms otherwise 
the test takers should be marked down 
Rater’s scoring 
Native speakers will be recruited to rate the appropriateness of the e-mail responses 
of non-native speakers of English by using rubric developed for this purpose. Raters will 
be briefed about how each situation was developed to elicit a particular speech act 
(request, refusal, and apology) from the respondents.  Raters will be asked to use their 
native speaker intuition to rate the degree to which each response captures what they 
consider to be speech act in the situation provided.  Raters should consider how 





• What constitutes a pragmatically appropriate response? Grammar, semantics, 
pragmatics (sociolinguistic, sociocultural, psychological, rhetorical) and 
Netiquette 
• The responses will be marked down if test-takers do not show the right 
psychological stance e.g., the emotions. 
• The performance should be in accordance to the target cultural norms otherwise 
the test takers should be marked down 
Rater’s Manual for Native Speaker Raters (Adapted from Hudson et.al., 1995) 
Your responsibilities will be to rate non-native speakers (NNS) responses to 
reciprocal task on three point scales of 3 for good user, 2 for adequate and 1 for 
inadequate user of pragmatic competence. A rubric is attached with explanations of 
different components of pragmatic competence.  The scale for rating is a 3-point analytic 
rating scale. The individual descriptors for each level can be seen on the rubric.  While 
rating each variable, you are requested to rate using only the three-point scales.  
In all of your ratings, you are to use your native speaker intuition and reactions. 
As ESL TAs with a great deal of experience with NNS, you might be more accepting 
than other NSs. However, you are not to rate the responses as the all-accepting –and –
culturally-sensitive-ESL-teacher. Please put off your ESL care giving hat for a while. It is 
assumed that although you might be more accepting of a response than other more 
linguistically or culturally isolated NSs, you will still notice differences in some of 
responses. Please focus on what differences you notice, and using your native speaker 
intuitions, compare it to what you think the NS norms might be.  When relying on your 





For example you might find that two responses to the same situation are written in 
different e-mail formats, but both appear to be acceptable. In such a case, you should rate 
them as you feel is most appropriate.  
 Do not use what you think you might write as the sole criterion for your ratings. 
For example, you might be someone who uses humor very often in your e-mail 
communication. With this in mind, you should not rate other responses negatively just 
because they do not include the humor you would use in a given situation. All the tasks 
are interactive reciprocal role plays; you may find it difficult to separate one 
interlocutor’s response from that of their partner.  At times, it will be necessary to take 
the both responses into account when trying to determine a particular candidate’s 
interpretation of intention. However, use your native speaker intuition to determine the 
extent to which one interlocutor’s response is being affected by the other, and adjust your 
ratings accordingly.  Furthermore, while rating, to the best of your ability, judge each 
response independently of the others. Try not to let the other responses influence your 
decision of the responses in question. This might prove difficult. Try to clear your mind 
after each response, thus allowing your native speaker intuition a chance to interact with 
each response without bias from the last one. Make sure to keep the rubric close by, so 
that you can always refer back to it when you need it.  
Self- Reflection on Feedback from Colleagues 
 I asked different colleagues for feedback. Some of them were really generous to 
give useful advice on my specs. I asked them one specific question, “should I ask test 
takers to write only one e-mail or write interactive chain of e-mails”. Almost all of them 





extended negotiations between two interlocutors then we have to ask them to resolve 
certain situation provided to them in number of exchanges.  This will add more practical 
aspects of pragmatic knowledge of test takers.  Furthermore, if we keep e-mail interaction 
just part of the prompt and practically students just write one e-mail then it does not make 
much difference if they write this on a piece of paper or write using their actual e-mail 
account on some computer.  The bottom line is this does not change the whole 
assessment procedure. Another big concern is how reliable rating will be if raters just use 
their native speaker’s intuition. This would not be entire new approach to pragmatic 
assessment as most of studies in the past did the same, the only thing I see is we are doing 
contextual need analysis and this need analysis is informing us to select actual tasks of 
the test.  
We can also think of giving actual letter of request, refusal or apology and ask 
them to react to it. Students again can be assigned roles as A writer of letter and B 
responding to it, less or more same for e-mail role plays. I need to add information about 
how I am operationalizing high and low stakes, as in the field of language testing high 
and low are important concepts.  I also need to search some research discussing how high 
and low stake tasks are defined and operationalized. I don’t have any success until today; 
I strongly believe no research is done on this issue yet. 
 
Waiting Room (Further changes needed to these specs) 
1. How many exchanges there should be among the participants? e.g., one email and 
a reply or one email, a reply and a follow up?  (at least interchange of 4 mails) 





3. Number of tasks per speech act? 
4. Is the test going to be timed? (72 hours) 
5. Will the prompts produce pragmatically rich and sufficient data for scoring? (will 
be confirmed after data analysis) 
6. Should there be a training exercise before the main test?  
7. Is unfamiliarity with topic, discourse context and the task is related to construct 
irrelevant factors? (maybe) 
8. Does familiarity with topic affect the richness of elicited pragmatic data? 
 
Some more Ideas that can be developed to expand the guiding language of 
tasks  
Framework for Tasks design: 
Factors contributing to the difficulty level of a pragmatics task: 
• familiarity with topic i.e., the extent to which the person has prior experience of 
being engaged in conversations around the topic for example an international 
undergrad student may have no experience of bargaining a rental (competing 
interest), but they have more experience in talking to a librarian to borrow a book 
(asking for information). 
•  Topics e.g., complementary, competing interest, contesting a matter of fact  
• The nature of the task (e.g., MC, DCT, IDCT, role-play)  
• Pragmatic difficulty in terms of contextual, sociocultural, sociolinguistic, 
psychological 





• the effect of preparation time before each task (Skehan, 1998) 
• the difference between cultures (compare the same task as performed in one 
culture with another one) 
• familiarity with topic and eliciting rich pragmatic data 
• the level of controversy in the task 
Random notes: 
• These tasks can be used for awareness raising 
• Pragmatic ability can change by age and experience but not necessarily 
grammatical ability  
• The effect of gender on scoring pragmatic appropriateness especially 
psychological aspects  
• also the effect of gender in role plays m/m, m/f, f/f 
• Sequence of pragmatic development  
Research questions future research: 
Which task type can elicit more pragmatic data? 
Which task type is pragmatically more difficult for the test takers?  

















level of tasks 
Examples 




bad experience  
High +D +P Higher Difficult A student writing 
to a course 
professor 
regarding noisy 




+D +P Highest Very Difficult Requesting a 
course professor 
to review your 
bad grade 
High -D -P High Easy Requesting a 
close friend to 
lend you class 







How to define Social bond: It is defined as the degree of reciprocity and trust and 
the shared history between the interlocutors? (I am not sure which definition I can use to 
operationalize this concept?) 
How to define stakes: 
There are two ways of thinking about the stakes: on the one hand stakes can refer 
to real world issues e.g., stakes of getting good grades, on the other hand it can refer to 
the relationship of the participants e.g., two friends ending their friendship. Of course the 
two can be correlated i.e., two friends ending their friendship because one of them has 
neglected to take care of his friend’s child after agreeing to do so and an accident has 
happened to the child. In these situations, the stakes of being pragmatically appropriate is 





















Responses −−−−−−→ A1 B1 A2 B2 A1 B1 A2 B2 A1 B1 A2 B2 A1 B1 A2 B2
Rubric↓
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Appendix M E-Mail Request Questionnaire 
 





This questionnaire is part of a pragmatics study which aims to investigate university 
Professors/lecturers/Instructors’ perceptions on students’ email requests. In this survey you 
are asked to offer your perceptions on the politeness and/or appropriateness of six email 
messages and state how you feel about different forms of address used in student emails. As 
this is not a test there are no “right” or “wrong” answers. We are interested in your personal 
opinion and in your spontaneous reactions to the messages so please do not think too long 
about your answers. Please give your answers sincerely as only this will guarantee the success 
of the investigation. Thank you very much for your help.  
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: Please be assured that all your responses will remain confidential and will 
only be used for the purposes of the current study.  
 
Should you have any questions about this survey please contact us: 
Dr. Fred Davidson (PI)  
Professor of Linguistics  
Department of Linguistics 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 707 S. Mathews Ave. 
Urbana, Illinois 61801, USA. 
fgd@illinois.edu 
Iftikhar Haider  
PhD student Linguistics  
 University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 707 S. Mathews Ave. 






1. GENDER: Female........ Male......... 
 
2. AGE:  20-30  31-40  41-50  51+ 
 
3. NAME OF UNIVERSITY WHERE YOU WORK................................................ 
 
4. SUBJECTS THAT YOU ARE CURRENTLY TEACHING 
……………………………………………………………………… 
 
5. NO. OF YEARS TEACHING IN HIGHER EDUCATION………………………. 
 
6. YOUR ACADEMIC TITLE (please select) 






7. COUNTRY OF ORIGIN......................................................... 
 
8. MOTHER/NATIVE LANGUAGE................................................. 
 
9. HAVE YOU LIVED IN ANOTHER COUNTRY?………………………….. 
IF YES, PLEASE STATE WHERE AND HOW LONG FOR ……………………. 
 
PART 2 
For each email message you are asked to read the message and then 
underline/highlight the number which best represents your opinion. 
 
Imagine the following situations 
 
SITUATION 1  
You receive the email below from one of your students (aged 18-25). You are familiar with this 
student but not close to him/her. 
 





Please e-mail the syllabus of the course ESL 501 taught during the second semester because I 
would like to familiarize myself with the content of its books. 
 
My e-mail is ……… 
 





1. This email is polite     
 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
2. This email is abrupt 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
Please explain your choice for questions 1 and 2 by making reference to specific linguistic 





3. This email acknowledges any possible imposition involved. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 





1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
5. I find this student tactful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
6. I find this student considerate. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
7. I find this student respectful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
8. I find this student imposing. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
9. I find this student authoritative.  
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
10. I find this student self-centred. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
How else would characterise the message or the student? (Please add any additional 






You receive the email below from one of your students (aged 18-25). You are familiar with this 
student but not close to him/her. The student has sent this email to request some feedback on his/her 
written work.  
 
















1. This email is polite     
 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
2. This email is abrupt 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
Please explain your choice for questions 1 and 2 by making reference to specific linguistic 





3. This email acknowledges any possible imposition involved. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
4. I feel that this email gives me a lot of choice in complying with what is requested. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
5. I find this student tactful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
6. I find this student considerate. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
7. I find this student respectful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
8. I find this student imposing. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
9. I find this student authoritative.  
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
10. I find this student self-centred. 







How else would characterise the message or the student? (Please add any additional 





SITUATION 3  
You receive the email below from one of your students (aged 18-25). You are familiar with this 
student but not close to him/her.  
 
 
From: student name [mailto:……….@hotmail.com] 
Sent: Tue 12/13/2011 17:44 





My name is …..and I missed today’s lecture because I’m sick. . 




1. This email is polite     
 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
2. This email is abrupt 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
Please explain your choice for questions 1 and 2 by making reference to specific linguistic 





3. This email acknowledges any possible imposition involved. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
4. I feel that this email gives me a lot of choice in complying with what is requested. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
5. I find this student tactful. 







6. I find this student considerate. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
7. I find this student respectful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
8. I find this student imposing. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
9. I find this student authoritative.  
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
10. I find this student self-centred. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
How else would characterise the message or the student? (Please add any additional 




SITUATION 4  
You receive the email below from one of your students (aged 18-25). You are familiar with this 
student but not close to him/her. You are supervising his/her final-year undergraduate project. The 
student is sending an email in relation to his/her project on professional identity. 
 





I collected some "chunks" about professional identity from the chapters that I read. I'm 
going to use them in my literature review that I will write tomorrow. Please take a look 
and see whether what I collected are necessary and important but also whether my 
references are ok... 
Shall I include a quotation as it is…or shall I paraphrase? 
 
Please answer me as soon as possible. 
 
Thanx 









1. This email is polite     
 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
2. This email is abrupt 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
Please explain your choice for questions 1 and 2 by making reference to specific linguistic 





3. This email acknowledges any possible imposition involved. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
4. I feel that this email gives me a lot of choice in complying with what is requested. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
5. I find this student tactful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
6. I find this student considerate. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
7. I find this student respectful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
8. I find this student imposing. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
9. I find this student authoritative.  
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
10. I find this student self-centred. 







How else would characterise the message or the student? (Please add any additional 






SITUATION 5   
You receive the email below from one of your students (aged 18-25). You are familiar with this 









1. This email is polite     
 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
2. This email is abrupt 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
Please explain your choice for questions 1 and 2 by making reference to specific linguistic 





3. This email acknowledges any possible imposition involved. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
4. I feel that this email gives me a lot of choice in complying with what is requested. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
5. I find this student tactful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
6. I find this student considerate. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 





1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
8. I find this student imposing. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
9. I find this student authoritative.  
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
10. I find this student self-centred. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
How else would characterise the message or the student? (Please add any additional 






SITUATION 6   
You receive the email below from one of your students (aged 18-25). You are familiar with this 




Sent: Sat 10/11/2012 17:09 
To: faculty name 









1. This email is polite     
 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
2. This email is abrupt 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
Please explain your choice for questions 1 and 2 by making reference to specific linguistic 









3. This email acknowledges any possible imposition involved. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
4. I feel that this email gives me a lot of choice in complying with what is requested. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
5. I find this student tactful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
6. I find this student considerate. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
7. I find this student respectful. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
8. I find this student imposing. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
9. I find this student authoritative.  
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
10. I find this student self-centred. 
1 = not at all  2 = not really     3 = so-so    4 = quite a lot     5 = very much    
 
 
How else would characterise the message or the student? (Please add any additional 









PART 3: Forms of address 
 
Your full academic title is Dr/Prof………..[surname]. 
Please underline/highlight the number which best represents your opinion about the 
following statements in relation to emails sent to you by students. 
 
[1] I find it disrespectful when students do not use my correct academic title in their 
emails (e.g. ‘Mr/Ms Jones’ rather than ‘Dr Jones’, or ‘Dr Jones’ rather than ‘Professor 
Jones’).  
 






[2] I find it disrespectful when students omit the word ‘dear’ to address me in their emails 
(e.g. ‘Dr Peterson’ rather than ‘Dear Dr Peterson’, or ‘Paul’ rather than ‘Dear Paul’). 
 





[3] I find it disrespectful when students start an email only with a greeting (e.g. ‘hi/hello’) 
and omit my name (e.g. situation 3 above). 
 






[4] I find it in disrespectful when students use no salutation when they send me a message 
(e.g. situation 2 above). 
 





Please underline/highlight the word/s that best represent/s your opinion. 
[5] Although acceptable in some cultures, I find it: 
  



















Thank you very much for participating in this study. 









































Appendix N Coding Scheme 
Coding Scheme Based on Brown and Levinson (1987) Framework (Version 0.50) 
 
Linguistic politeness theory evolved as an important field of inquiry in the late 
1970s. This theory achieved a big breakthrough in the form of Brown and Levinson 
([1978] 1987) book titled: Politeness: Some Universals in Language Use. This book 
discussed the central concept of social face, and how this concept has two important 
aspects of negative face and positive face. The negative face is based on an individual’s 
wish to protect his/her own territory and the positive face is based on the individual’s 
wish to be approved by others. The data analysis in this paper followed Brown and 
Levinson’s (1987) five super strategies listed below: 
1) Bald on record: phrasing the utterance in blunt direct terms without any softeners 
etc. 
2) Go on-record with redressive action 
3) Using negative politeness strategies  
4) Using positive politeness strategies 
5) Do not perform the FTA 
Brown and Levinson (1987) have discussed in detail how FTAs can be mitigated 
in various ways by using two types of politeness strategies: negative politeness strategies, 
expressed by linguistic strategies to be less imposing, and positive politeness, usually 
expressed by using linguistic strategies to highlight in group membership and the 





term “solidarity politeness” for positive politeness.  Solidarity politeness is also expressed 
with positive politeness strategies by depicting in group membership, treating the other 
person as friend whose wants and personality traits are liked without threatening ‘social 
face’, and there are expectations of reciprocity in terms of face needs (Brown & Levinson 
1987, p.70). 
Brown and Levinson’s (1987) taxonomy deduce the politeness strategies from the 
Model person’s wants step by step. They presume five super strategies of politeness on a 
scale ranging from bald on record as apt only in case of the low face threatening acts, via 
positive politeness and negative politeness to off-record suitable for the severest face-
threatening acts (Brown and Levinson, 1987).  They further suggested that we are all 
motivated by two desires: (1) the need to be approved of by or connected to others 
(positive face), and (2) the need to remain autonomous on independent (negative face). 
Examples of the desire for the positive face include the wish to be respected by 
colleagues, evaluated as competent and fair by subordinates, and strongly values as 
member of a community (Wilson, Aleman, & Leatham, 1998). Examples of the desires to 
maintain negative face include the wish to be left alone, to be self-directed and 
independent of others, and not to be restricted or otherwise impeded upon. Brown and 
Levinson further suggested that individuals recognize that in order to maintain one’s own 
positive or negative face, one must support the face needs of others. 
 In our day to day communication even though individuals are motivated to 
support their partner’s positive or negative face needs, still we need to make requests, 
disagree, offer advice or criticize each other. All these acts threaten positive or negative 





borrowing the class notes from a classmate threaten the negative face of classmate 
because in compliance with such request threaten his/her negative face by interfering 
with his/her desire to remain autonomous. Disagreements or criticism often threaten the 
positive face of recipient because it threatens his/her desire for approval.  B &L (1987) 
propose that when confronted with the need to perform a FTA, the individual must 
choose between performing the FTA in the most direct and efficient manner, or 
attempting to mitigate the effect of the FTA on the hearer’s positive or negative face. 
These mitigation strategies are labelled as positive and negative politeness strategies. 
Positive politeness strategies directed to the positive face. These strategies aim at 
solidarity between the communication partners and usually create friendly atmosphere. 
Brown and Levinson have identified fifteen positive politeness strategies given below in 
the first table: (Here W= Writer, and R=reader) 
 Table N.1 Positive Politeness Strategies with Examples 
 Positive Politeness Strategies Examples  
PP#1 Notice, attend to R (their interests, wants, 
needs, goods) 
Goodness, you cut your hair! I 
came to borrow your notes. 
PP#2 Exaggerate (interest, approval, sympathy 
with R) 
What a fantastic garden you 
have! 
PP#3 Intensify interest to R (this can be achieved 
via ‘vivid presentation’, exaggeration of 
facts by overstating them, as this will pull 
R right into the events being discussed). 
I came down the stairs, and what 
do you think I see? (Trying to 
increase interest of R) 
PP#4 Use in-group identity markers via address 
forms, dialect, code-switching, jargon or 
slang, contractions and ellipsis 
Here mate, I was keeping these 
notes for you! 
Come here, (mate/honey/buddy) 
Len us two bucks then, wouldja 
Mac? 
Got any spare cash? 
PP#5 Seek Agreement via safe topics or 
repetitions 
Weather is safest topic, looking 
for topics on which it is easy to 
agree e.g.,  






Repeating is used to stress 
emotional agreement with the 
utterance e.g., 
A: I had a flat tire on the way 
home. 
B: Oh God, flat tire! 
PP#6 Avoid disagreement via token agreement, 
pseudo-agreement, white lies, and hedging 
opinions. 
A: You hate your Mom and 
Dad. 
B: Oh, sometimes. 
I’ll meet you in front of the 
theatre just before 8.0, then 
(showing pseudo-agreement). 
So (showing pseudo-agreement) 
when are you coming to see us? 
I really sort of 
(think/hope/wonder)… 
You really should sort of try 
harder. 
PP#7 Presuppose/raise/assert common ground 
via gossip, small talk. Also by point of 
view operations by taking personal-center 
switch: W to R., Time switch, space 
switch. Another way of realizing this 
strategy is by presupposition manipulations 
e.g., presuppose knowledge of R’s wants 
and attitudes, R’s values are the same as 
W’s values, familiarity in W-R 
relationship, presuppose R’s knowledge. 
I had a really hard time learning 
to drive, didn’t I? 
It’s at the far end of street, the 
last house on the left, isn’t it? 
John says (time switch from past 
to present tense) he really loves 
your roses. 
Here! (Space switch) You must 
come in and have some tea. 
Do you want to (come/go) with 
me to the movies? 
Wouldn’t you like a drink? 
Don’t you think it’s marvelous!? 
Look you are pal of mine, so 
how about…. 
Look, you know I’ve got this 
exam coming up, well how 




PP#8 Joke (to stress shared background 
knowledge and values) 
OK if I tackle those cookies 
now? 
How about lending me this old 
heap of junk? (R’s brand new 
expensive car) 





PP#9 Assert or presuppose S’s knowledge of and 
concern for R’s wants 
I know you can’t bear parties, 
but this one will really be 
good—do come! 
PP#10 Offer, Promise I’ ll drop by sometime next 
week 
PP#11 Be optimistic Look, I’m sure you won’t mind 
if I (borrow your notes/…) 
You’ll lend me your class notes 
for the weekend, (I hope/I 
imagine/ won’t u) 
PP#12 Include both W and R in the activity Let’s have a cookie, then. 
We are not feeling well, are we? 
PP#13 Give (or ask for) reasons Why not lend me your notes for 
the weekend? 
Why don’t we go to the 
seashore! 
PP#14 Assume or assert reciprocity Do me this favor, and I’ll make 
it up to you.  
PP#15 Give gifts to R (goods, sympathy, 
understanding, cooperation) 
You look like you’ve had a 
rough week. 
 
Table N.2 Negative Politeness Strategies with examples: 
 Negative Politeness Strategies Examples 
NP#1 Be conventionally indirect by using 
indirect questions such as inquiries into 
the R’s ability or willingness to comply 
Can you please pass the salt? 
 
NP#2 Question, Hedge: use words or phrases 
that diminish the force of a speech act. 
Could you possibly lend me 
your class notes for just a few 
hours? 
Do you have any flour to spare, 
because I’ve just run out? 
I hate to have to say this, but…. 
NP#3 Be pessimistic: use the subjunctive to 
express pessimism about R’s ability or 
willingness to comply 
Could/Would you do me a 
favor? 
Could I ask you a question? 
NP#4 Minimize the imposition (by using words 
and phrases) 
I just want to ask you if you 
could lend me a tiny bit of 
paper. 
NP#5 Give Deference (by using honorifics such 
as Sir, Mr. Dr.) 
Can I help you, Sir? 
Goodness, sir, that sunset is 
amazing.  
NP#6 Apologize: admit the impingement, 
express the reluctance by giving 
overwhelming reasons and begging for 
forgiveness 
I am sorry to bother you, but…. 
I hope this isn’t going to bother 
you too much…. 
 
 
Figure 2 Continues 





NP#7 Impersonalize W and R (by avoiding the 
pronouns I and you) 
Is it possible to request a favor? 
Let it be done. 
NP#8 State the FTA as a general rule I’m sorry, but late-comers 
cannot be seated till the next 
interval.  
Regulations require that I ask 
you to leave. 
NP#9 Nominalize (Change verb and adverb into 
adjectives or nouns) to diminish speaker’s 
active participation in commission of a 
speech act 
My asking you to leave is 
required by regulations.  
Your good performance on the 
examination made a favorable 
impression on us. 
NP#10 Go on record as incurring a debt, or as not 
indebting R 
I’ll never be able to repay you if 
you… 
It wouldn’t be any trouble; I 
have to go right by there 
anyway. 
  
Table N.3 Off-Record Politeness Strategies with Examples: 
 Off Record Politeness Strategies Examples 
OR#1 Give hints (motivate for doing A or 
condition for A) 
This soup’s a bit bland. (Pass the 
salt) 
OR#2 Give association clues My house isn’t very far away, 
this path leads to my house 
(Please come visit me) 
OR#3 Presuppose (presupposes that he had done 
it before) 
(addition of yet the critical implicature is 
forced) 
I washed the car again today. 
John’s is in the bathtub yet 
again.  
OR#4 Understate He is some kind of idiot. (he’s 
an idiot) 
That house needs a touch of 
paint. (about a peeling slum, i.e. 
a lot of work) 
That’s a rather good painting. 
OR#5 Overstate There were million people on 
the road tonight.  
I tried to call a hundred times, 
but there was never any answer. 
Why are you always smoking? 
OR#6 Use tautologies Boys will be boys. 
War is war. 
You’re men, why don’t you do 
something about it? 
OR#7 Use contradictions A: Are you upset about that? 
B: Well, yes and no. 





OR#8 Be ironic Lovely neighborhood, eh? (in a 
slum) 
Beautiful weather isn’t it! (to 
postman drenched in rainstorm) 
OR#9 Use metaphors Harry’s a real fish. (He 
drinks/swims like a fish) 
OR#10 Use rhetorical questions How many times do I have to 
tell you..? 
What can I say? (Nothing, it’s so  
bad) 
Did he even come to visit me 
once while I was in hospital? 
OR#11 Be ambiguous John’s a pretty (sharp/smooth) 
cookie. 
OR#12 Be vague Perhaps someone did something 
naughty. 
Looks like someone may have 
had too much to drink. 
OR#13 Over-generalize Mature people sometimes help 
do the dishes. 
People who live in glass houses 
shouldn’t throw stones.  
OR#14 Displace R: W may go off record as to 
who the target for his FTA is, or he may 
pretend to address the FTA to someone 
whom it wouldn’t threaten and hope that 
the real target will see that the FTA is 
aimed at him. 
In office settings one secretary 
in an office asks another with 
negative politeness to pass the 
stapler, in circumstances where a 
professor is much nearer to the 
stapler than the other secretary. 
Professor’s face is not 
threatened, and he can choose to 
do it himself as a bonus.  
OR#15 Be incomplete, use ellipses Well, if one leaves one’s tea on 
the wobbly table…. 



















Appendix O Coding Manual 
Directions for Data-Coders (Version 0.60) 
 Thanks for agreeing to code email data for the current study. Please analyze email 
data consistently by using all and only strategies listed in above three tables. It would be 
greatly helpful for researcher if you use the strategy# used in the tables’ in first column in 
all three tables for PP, NP, and Off-Record strategies, and also name of strategy in 
brackets or any other possible way in the actual email data. This will assure that you are 
referencing to an existing strategy in B & L (1987) framework ‘consistently’.  This will 
also help researcher to glean important findings while inferring use of specific strategies 
e.g., Positive Politeness (PP), Negative Politeness (NP), Bald-on-record (BOR), and Off-
Record (OR). You should annotate similar sequences in a similar way (for example, use 
only existing B & L strategy in the scheme, and also your way of interpreting the strategy 
should be same as how B & L (1987) define each strategy (you should consult the 
examples of each strategy as given in three tables to ensure that, or in case of any 
confusions please contact researcher or consult B & L (1987) strategies in their book, 
researcher will provide one copy of relevant pages in the book). Once you have 
completed the annotation of first few emails following above coding scheme, you should 
contact researcher in case you have any questions related to this coding scheme. It is 
really important to use only given coding scheme and interpreting it in the same way as 
conceived by B & L. At times it might be hard to be consistent; please spend little more 
time to read examples in the table, on such occasion it is recommended that data coders 
show little more patience, more practice and careful attention. Data coders should have 





politeness), and pp.211 (Off-record politeness), preferably these pages (summarized in 
coding tables here) should be printed or open on computer in front of you when 
annotating email data, and please consistently check to make sure you are only using in 
your annotation strategies from summarized tables in this coding scheme. In order to 
understand politeness strategies correctly it is recommended to the coders to read their 
examples from the textbook provided. In case of any questions or confusions, please feel 





































Appendix P Consent Forms 
Consent Forms for the Research Participants 
 
AGREEMENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH (students) 
Responsible Project Investigators: Fred Davidson 
Investigator: Iftikhar Haider 
Departments of Linguistics 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
707 S. Mathews Ave., Urbana, IL  61801, USA 
Purpose of this Language Test Research 
The purpose of this study is to learn about pragmatic needs of our ESL student population 
and use this information to develop computer mediated task-based test for assessment of 
pragmatics ability of ESL students. You must be an international student required to take 
the ESL classes.  You must be 18 years of age or older. 
 
What You Will Be Expected to Do 
If you agree to participate in this research, you will complete: (1) a language background 
questionnaire in which you will provide information about your language learning 
experience (approx. 5 min.); (2) Write e-mails and reply to a string of three to four e-
mails of your partner; (4) follow up questions to clarify any ambiguity in your responses.  
 
Your Rights to Confidentiality 
The obtained data will be treated with absolute confidentiality. You will be given a 
number to conceal your actual identity.   No information will be released that could reveal 
your identity. All the data will be stored in a secure location and only the responsible 
project investigators and the investigator will have continuous access to them.  
 
Your Rights to Withdraw at Any Time 
Your participation in this research is voluntary. You may withdraw from it or discontinue 
participation at any time, and you may require that your data be destroyed, without any 
consequences. The decision to participate, decline, or withdraw from participation will 
have no effect with your future relations with the University of Illinois nor will it affect 
your score on any test administered by the University of Illinois. 
 
Benefits and Possible Risks 
The benefits to you are that you can reflect on your on pragmatic needs for successful 
communication. Your participation also benefits the field of language testing and can help 
improve our ESL courses.  To our knowledge, there are no risks or discomforts involved 
in this research beyond those found in everyday life.  
 
Dissemination 
This research may be disseminated in conferences, and it may be published in conference 
proceedings and journal articles.  
 





You may ask questions about the research at any time by emailing the responsible project 
investigator at fgd@illinois.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a 
participant in this study, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review 
Board at (217) 333-2670 (you may call collect) or via email at irb@illinois.edu.  
 
Giving Consent to Participate 
By signing the consent form, you certify that you are 18 years of age or older, that you 
have read and understand the above, that you have been given satisfactory answers to any 
questions about the research, and that you have been advised that you are free to 
withdraw your consent and to discontinue participation in the research at any time, 
without any prejudice.  
Participant: I have read and understand the above information, and voluntarily agree to 
participate in this research. 
       
Name (printed) 
            
Signature            Date 































Appendix Q Full Name of Variables 
List of full names of variables in tables, charts, and figures: 
 
Psychological Appropriateness (PA) 
Sociolinguistic Appropriateness (SL) 
Sociocultural Appropriateness (SC) 
Grammatical Accuracy (GA) 
Use of Polite Formulaic Expressions (PE) 
 
 
 
